
1 Generale privilegien Kennemer-landt, 176–177. Th e currency unit (lb. Holl.) is the 
Holland pound, in common use as a unit of accounting in medieval Holland.

2 Van Dam, Vissen in veenmeren, 204–205.
3 ‘Register van Hollandt en Westvrieslandt’, 79.

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

In 1466 Philip the Good, duke of Burgundy, gave permission to install 
scales for weighing cheese and butter to the villages Sloten and Osdorp, 
then situated about fi ve kilometres west of Amsterdam but nowadays 
incorporated in the city’s western suburbs. Th e villagers had requested 
permission to install the scales because this would save them the trou-
ble and the costs of having to take their dairy products to Haarlem or 
Amsterdam. A reliable weighing facility nearby obviously facilitated 
the wholesale trade in locally produced cheese and butter. Th e charter 
specifi es that the villagers were expected to fi nance the new scales 
themselves, employ weights that were in common usage, and hence-
forth pay a rent of 2 lb. Holl. per year.1

No reference is made to the local lord. Certainly, the lord of Sloten 
and Osdorp pocketed the revenues from the scales for many years, 
until they were reclaimed by government offi  cials in 1495,2 but he 
clearly had no role in setting up the scales. Nor is anything heard of 
protests from Amsterdam or Haarlem against the new weighing facil-
ity, even though we know that at a later stage, in the 16th century, 
towns objected to rural scales and tried to concentrate the dairy trade 
within their walls. If a protest was raised in 1466, it was unsuccessful: 
the scales of Sloten and Osdorp were still in operation at the end of the 
16th century.3

Th e weighing facility of Sloten and Osdorp was one of a considera-
ble number of similar rural scales that emerged in the Holland coun-
tryside from the middle of the 14th century onwards. When the fi rst of 
these scales were installed, Holland—the western part of the present-
day Netherlands—was still an independent county, governed by a 
count who, although formally a vassal of the German emperor, ruled 
as sovereign in all but name. Rural weighing facilities continued to 
be established aft er Holland was incorporated in the Burgundian 
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Figure 1 Holland around 1400
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empire in 1433. Th e network of rural scales had an important role 
in the dairy trade that developed in the late Middle Ages: it allowed 
small-scale rural producers to market their products at little expense 
and provided them with access not just to the consumers in Holland’s 
urban centres but also to interregional trade networks, stretching to 
the southern Low Countries and the German Rhineland.4

Th e case of the Sloten and Osdorp scales touches upon the elements 
that form the central theme of this book: the institutions that shaped 
Holland’s medieval commodity markets, the social and political rela-
tions, the confl icts of interest in which these institutions were grounded, 
and the eff ects of this institutional framework on market performance. 
Th ese issues are related to a wider debate: the discussion about the 
commercialisation of medieval society.

1.1 Holland: a commercialising economy

From the late 10th century a process of commercialisation took place 
in many parts of Europe. Pace and timing varied and the process was 
not always unidirectional, but on the whole the market as mechanism 
for the allocation of goods, labour, land and capital gained ground. For 
England, with its wealth of early source material, the progress of com-
mercialisation can be traced in more detail than for any other part of 
northwestern Europe. Between the late 11th and the late 13th century, 
English urbanisation levels increased. In the countryside customary 
rents in labour and kind were converted to money rents, and wage 
labour became more important. Regional specialisation grew, infra-
structure was greatly improved, and interregional trade expanded. Th e 
number of markets and fairs proliferated, and the volume of coinage in 
circulation soared.5

4 A more detailed analysis of the rise of rural dairy scales is presented in section 4.3.
5 Th e classic study on high-medieval commercialisation is Lopez, Commercial 

Revolu tion. Th e body of recent literature on the commercialisation of medieval 
England is large and growing. A survey and synthesis of the main elements can be 
found in Britnell and Campbell, Commercialising Economy. As the introduction to this 
volume explains, opinions diff er on the rate of change, largely because interpretations 
of the 1086 situation as described in the Domesday Book diff er greatly. For recent 
quantitative estimates of urbanisation, monetisation, and export trade in the late 
13th century, see Campbell, ‘Benchmarking Medieval Economic Development’. For a 
recent appraisal of commercial activity and population numbers, see Langdon and 
Masschaele, ‘Commercial Activity’.
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Compared to England, and in fact also to its neighbours on the con-
tinent (Flanders and the German Rhineland), Holland made a late 
start. Until the 10th or 11th century, Holland had been little more than 
a wasteland swamp on the periphery of European civilisation. Th e only 
parts that were inhabited were the sandy dune-lands along the coast, 
the river banks along the rivers, and a few pockets of maritime clay 
sediments in the north and in the southwest. From the 11th century 
onwards, Holland’s large central peat district was gradually reclaimed 
and settled, and marshes were turned into farmland.6 Using a system of 
river toll posts, the counts of Holland had started to tax the interna-
tional transit trade on the Rhine and Meuse rivers at an early stage, but 
Holland itself was not much involved in this trade: exchange beyond 
the local level was very limited. Only by the end of the 12th century did 
the fi rst signs of urbanisation become manifest. Dordrecht, situated 
favourably at a confl uence of waterways and in the heart of the comital 
toll system, was well on its way to becoming a small centre for the 
international east-west river trade in wine, grain, wood, and salt, and 
some of the pre-existing settlements in the coastal region had begun to 
develop as regional market centres.7 Nevertheless, as late as the middle 
of the 13th century, the Franciscan monk Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 
author of the encyclopaedia De proprietatibus rerum, in his description 
of the countries of Europe pictured Holland primarily as a land of lush 
meadows, with many cattle, grain fi elds, and forests rich in game. Th is 
was in marked contrast with the section Anglicus wrote on neighbour-
ing Flanders, praised mainly for its trade, industry, and famous towns 
and ports.8

In view of such a late start, the speed of economic change in the late 
Middle Ages is striking. In the second half of the 13th century, and 
particularly aft er 1270, the young towns of Holland began to grow. 
A large metropolis did not develop: instead, a sprinkle of small and 
very small towns emerged. All the same, the urban-to-rural ratio rose 
rapidly. While around 1200 the urban population of Holland cannot 

6 Th e classic study on the reclamations is Van der Linden, Cope. A recent synthesis 
in English that includes the results of later research is provided by Van de Ven, Man-
Made Lowlands, 52–82.

7 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Van waterland tot stedenland’, 118–121. For the river toll sys-
tem, see Verkerk, ‘Tollen en waterwegen’; for Dordrecht, Van Herwaarden et al., 
Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 19–20.

8 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De rerum proprietatibus, 654, 680; Seymour et al., 
Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 10, 35, 158. Cf. De Boer, ‘Op weg naar volwassenheid’, 28–30.
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have numbered more than a few thousand, by 1300 this fi gure was 
already around 30,000 (14% of the population), and just before the 
middle of the 14th century it had risen to about 55,000 (23%).9

Urban industries developed. Th e Haarlem Accijnsbrief of 1274, for 
instance, a charter listing the excises the urban authorities were allowed 
to levy, mentions the production and sale of a wide variety of industrial 
products: beer, textiles, shoes, saddles, and even ships.10 Products of 
urban industry were probably sold mainly in or near the town where 
they had been produced, but not exclusively so: the discovery of 
two late 13th-century Leiden cloth seals in excavations in Amsterdam 
makes it clear that trade between the Holland towns was also begin-
ning to develop.11 So was international trade, although this was mainly 
conducted by foreign merchants. Around the middle of the 13th cen-
tury, the existing east-west trade route along the Rhine and Meuse had 
been complemented with a north-south axis, creating a system shaped 
like an inverted ‘T’; a navigable route making use of Holland’s network 
of inland waterways now connected the delta of the Rhine and Meuse 
to the Zuiderzee. Th is route provided Flemish and German merchants 
with a safe alternative to the treacherous North Sea route. A series of 
toll reductions and safeguards shows that Hansa merchants visited the 
delta in the second half of the 13th century.12 By the end of that cen-
tury, trade contacts with England probably also intensifi ed. By then, 
Holland shipmasters—and occasionally Holland merchants—had 
begun to play an active role: along with their more numerous Zeeland 
counterparts, they turn up in the correspondence between King 
Edward I of England and Count Floris V of Holland, dealing with trade 
confl icts between their subjects.13

From the late 13th century onwards Dordrecht received a number 
of privileges from the counts of Holland that gave the town the right 
to act as an exclusive depot for the transit river trade. Dordrecht 

 9 De Boer, ‘Op weg naar volwassenheid’, 33; Van Bavel and Van Zanden, ‘Jump-
Start’, 505. Th e fi gure includes urban settlements of all sizes.

10 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Van waterland tot stedenland’, 123–134; Koch et al., Oorkonden-
boek van Holland en Zeeland tot 1299 (hereaft er OHZ) III, no. 1681 (Accijnsbrief).

11 Baart, ‘Materiële stadscultuur’, 99–100. Th e author also mentions fi nds of 
imported luxury articles such as silk and sub-tropical fruits in 13th-century Dordrecht 
and Amsterdam.

12 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Town and Country in Holland’, 61; De Boer, ‘Florerend’, 
132–133.

13 OHZ II, nos. 505, 506; De Boer, ‘Florerend’, 139–144; Kerling, Commercial 
Relations, 176–177.
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14 For the history of the Dordrecht staple right see Van Herwaarden et al., 
Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 79–88. Th e relocations of the Hansa kontor to Dordrecht 
are discussed by Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ IV, 213–214 and VI, 146–147. 
Niermeyer also gives the fi gures for the wine transports (‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ II, 
24–25).

15 Kaptein, ‘Poort van Holland’, 117–124.

moreover off ered merchants facilities such as quays and cranes, stor-
age, and brokerage. On two occasions, in 1358 and in 1386, the Bruges 
Hansa kontor was even temporarily relocated to Dordrecht, although 
in both cases the original situation was restored once the Hansa mer-
chants had resolved their confl icts with the Bruges authorities. Th e few 
surviving late 14th-century accounts of the Dordrecht toll show that at 
that point in time on average 3,300 voeder (a unit of approximately 
1,000 litres) of wine arrived in the city annually. About half was sold in 
Dordrecht; the remainder was transported directly to the southern 
Low Countries or England.14

In the north of Holland, Amsterdam gradually developed as Hol-
land’s second main port. Amsterdam was a convenient place for the 
transfer of bulk goods from overseas—in particular beer from north-
ern Germany—to smaller vessels, for inland navigation to towns in the 
centre and south of Holland and to the southern Low Countries. Th e 
accounts of the comital beer toll in Amsterdam for the period between 
late October 1352 and early May 1354 show that in these eighteen 
months about 33,000 casks of beer were imported, in addition to other 
commodities such as grain, fl ax and herring. Amsterdam shipmasters 
probably played a role in inland navigation. In the middle of the 14th 
century they also ventured out eastward across the Zuiderzee, carrying 
dairy products to the towns in the IJssel region; in the decades that fol-
lowed, Amsterdam merchants established their own trade contacts in 
the Baltic region.15

Although Dordrecht and Amsterdam held vital positions in the net-
work of waterways, other towns also participated in interregional trade 
activities. Among them were the small Zuiderzee ports Edam, 
Monnickendam, Hoorn and Enkhuizen in the north, river towns like 
Brielle, Schiedam, Schoonhoven, and Gorinchem in the south, and 
also Leiden, Delft , Haarlem and Alkmaar, situated on the sandy strip 
along the North Sea coast but connected to the main waterways 
through small rivers and canals. As we will see in Chapter 4, even some 
villages had their direct links to interregional trade. Only at the very 
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16 Lesger, ‘Intraregional trade’, 189–192.
17 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, nos. 315 (tariff  list of the toll at Alphen, 

1339) and 441 (tariff  list of the river tolls at Niemandsvriend, Ammers, Dordrecht, 
Strienemonde, Geervliet and Geertruidenberg, 1355–1358).

18 E.g. the studies presented in the volume edited by Seibt and Eberhard, Europa 
1400.

19 De Boer, Graaf en grafi ek, 32–35, 63–133; Blockmans, ‘Social and Economic 
Eff ects’, 850–856, 861–862.

end of the 15th century a clearly defi ned urban hierarchy emerged; 
interregional trade was increasingly reserved to a few larger ports, 
Amsterdam fi rst and foremost among them.16

Unfortunately only very few medieval river toll accounts have been 
preserved. Moreover, the counts frequently granted toll exemptions or 
reductions to merchants from certain towns. Th erefore it is not possi-
ble to make a systematic quantitative reconstruction of trade fl ows 
based on toll data. However, two tariff  lists from the middle of the 14th 
century give a good impression of the variety of goods transported 
over Holland’s waterways at that point in time. In addition to the prod-
ucts that have already been mentioned, the tariff  lists refer to a wide 
range of foodstuff s, such as fruits and vegetables, dairy products, 
grease, oil, and herring, and to raw materials and industrial products 
such as wool, fl ax, dye-stuff s, various metals, hops, woollen and linen 
cloth, household utensils, and furniture. Th ey also include livestock, 
fuel, construction materials and millstones.17

In the second half of the 14th century, Holland’s economic develop-
ment seems to have accelerated, notably at a time when many other 
countries were experiencing problems. It is true that the much-quoted 
late medieval crisis was very oft en not a period of general decay: in 
many countries decline in some sectors or regions went hand in hand 
with partial recovery or even growth in others.18 Nevertheless, demo-
graphic developments indicate that in the latter half of the 14th cen-
tury Holland did exceptionally well. Th e Holland narrative sources are 
strangely silent about the Black Death, which has given rise to the 
assumption—widely supported until a few decades ago—that the 
region was not much aff ected. Detailed research, however, has shown 
that although the exact impact of the fi rst onset of the Plague is 
unknown, Holland was not completely spared. Moreover, there is no 
doubt the recurrent epidemics of the following decades took a heavy 
toll.19 Yet by the year 1400—very early in comparison with England, for 
instance—the total population of Holland had almost returned to its 
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20 Van Bavel and Van Zanden, ‘Jump-Start’, 505.
21 Unger, History of Brewing, 50–57; Kaptein, Hollandse textielnijverheid, 45–50.
22 Unger, Dutch Shipbuilding, 25–34; cf. Niemeijer, Van accijnsbrief tot Zuidam, 

17–18 (shipbuilding in Haarlem); Boelmans Kranenburg, ‘Visserijbedrijf Zijdenaars’, 
325–330; Boelmans Kranenburg, ‘Visserij Noordnederlanders’, 290–291.

23 De Boer, Graaf en grafi ek, 273–314 (nominal fi gures).
24 Ibid., 211–245, 334–336.
25 Boekel, Zuivelexport, 10–12, 24–31.
26 Van Zanden, Rise and Decline, 30–34; Van Bavel, ‘Early Proto-Industrialization’, 

1126–1145.

pre-Plague level. Th e urban ratio had actually increased: a full third of 
the population was now living in towns.20

Th ese dynamics suggest a solid economic foundation, and there is 
indeed abundant evidence of strong economic growth aft er 1350. 
Brewing and textile production had older roots, but both became major 
urban industries in the second half of the 14th century.21 Shipbuilding 
followed a similar path from the early 15th century onwards; so did 
herring fi shing and processing.22 To a certain extent the expansion was 
accompanied by a concentration of industrial activities in the larger 
towns. Th e revenues from the sale of hops and gruit (a mixture of herbs 
used in brewing) and the duties on weighing and measuring in Gouda 
and Schoonhoven provide a good illustration: in Gouda weighing rev-
enues increased from an average of 24.8 lb. Holl. annually in the late 
1350s to 83 lb. Holl. annually in the late 1390s, whereas for its much 
smaller neighbour Schoonhoven the corresponding fi gures were 12.4 
lb. Holl and 15.5 lb. Holl.23

At fi rst sight the countryside seems to have fared worse than the 
towns. Since the reclamations, the peat lands had been drained to allow 
for grain cultivation, but ultimately this made matters worse: the soil 
subsided, causing serious problems with water management. In the 
end, bread grain cultivation had to be abandoned. Dick de Boer, who 
was the fi rst to study the impact of these ecological changes in detail, 
focused mainly on the negative consequences: the economic base of 
rural society was eroded and people migrated to the towns.24 However, 
the rural economy proved to be more fl exible than this suggests. Arable 
farming was largely replaced by the more market-oriented cattle and 
dairy farming.25 In addition, a wide range of non-agrarian or semi-
agrarian market-oriented activities developed, such as peat digging, 
brick making, shipping, fi shing, spinning and weaving, and the con-
struction and maintenance of dikes and canals.26
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27 Unger, History of Brewing, 57–60 (beer); Kaptein, Hollandse textielnijverheid, 
47–48, 51–54 (cloth). Dairy exports are discussed in detail in sections 2.4 and 4.3.

28 Van Kan, Sleutels tot de macht, 76–95.
29 Th is is a very concise summary of the data presented by De Boer, Graaf en grafi ek, 

317–325 (toll at Spaarndam 1356–1399 and locks at Gouda 1356–1408 ), Bos-Rops, 
Graven op zoek naar geld, 85, 121, 165, 199 (revenues of all main tolls between 1389 
and 1433), Ketner, ‘Amsterdam en de binnenvaart door Holland’, 46–57 (tollen Gouda 
en Spaarndam 1405–1504), and Ibelings, ‘Route “binnendunen”’, 224 (locks at Gouda 
from 1440 onwards). Th e link between the decline of the revenues in the early 15th 
century and political unrest is discussed by Bos-Rops, 86, 119, 163, 198–202, and 
Ketner, 47, 52.

30 For a reassessment of the notion of the ‘Golden Age of Burgundy’ see Jansma, 
Vraagstuk van Hollands welvaren; cf. for Haarlem, Zuijderduijn, ‘Conjunctuur’, 16–17. 

Th e products of the developing urban industries and market-ori-
ented agriculture were sold at urban markets in Holland; increasingly 
they were also exported to the neighbouring regions. Dairy exports to 
Germany, for instance, expanded rapidly in the late 14th and early 15th 
centuries. Beer from Gouda, Delft , and Haarlem was exported to the 
east and north of the present-day Netherlands, eastern England, 
Flanders, and Brabant. Cloth from Leiden and Amsterdam found its 
way to the fairs in the southern Low Countries and in the IJssel towns; 
from there it was exported to northern Germany and the Baltic states.27

Not only were Holland merchants and shipmasters engaged in these 
export trades, but by this time they were also actively involved in 
importing wine, grains, wood and other products that Holland did not 
produce in suffi  cient quantities. In almost all of Holland’s towns urban 
government was dominated by a mercantile elite. In late 14th- and 
15th-century Leiden, for instance, many members of the local political 
elite were engaged in the interregional trade in a variety of products, 
but especially cloth, peat and wine.28

Compared to the late 14th-century boom, the 15th century shows a 
more diff erentiated pattern of economic development. Comital and 
seignorial revenues from the river tolls had risen markedly in the sec-
ond half of the 14th century, but demonstrate an erratic and, on the 
whole, stagnant pattern in the fi rst decades of the 15th century. A war 
in the river area, a prolonged succession confl ict, and enmities with 
the German towns were at least partly to blame.29 Neither did the 
incorporation of Holland into the expanding Burgundian empire her-
ald only economic bliss. Toll revenues did rise again from about 1440 
onwards, but by that time the textile industry had been facing a seri-
ous  crisis for several years. It recovered only gradually aft er 1450.30 
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Th e fate of the textile industry is covered by Kaptein, Hollandse textielnijverheid, 
55–60.

31 Van Bavel and Van Zanden, ‘Jump-Start’, 505.
32 Van Zanden, ‘Taking the Measure’, 135–139.
33 Unger, ‘Warships and Cargo Ships’, 243–247.

Notwithstanding these setbacks, the overall impression is one of rela-
tive prosperity—especially in comparison to neighbouring regions— 
and increasing commercialisation. One of the most remarkable 
elements is the continued progress of urbanisation until about 1480, 
when a severe recession set in. Despite this late 15th-century crisis, in 
the early 16th century a staggering 45% of the Holland population 
lived in towns.31 Th at the Holland economy by this time had developed 
some extraordinary characteristics is also demonstrated by the occu-
pational structure in the countryside: agriculture covered only 41% of 
rural labour input, a strikingly small share for a pre-modern society.32

Holland’s geographical situation undoubtedly contributed to the 
region’s remarkable economic development in the late Middle Ages. 
Between the 11th and 13th centuries improvements in shipbuilding 
tech niques resulted in the development of the cog, a combination of 
a cargo ship and a warship well suited to shipping conditions in north-
western Europe.33 Th e growth of North Sea shipping meant that 
Hol land’s coastal location became an advantage. Th e delta of the Rhine 
and Meuse off ered easy access to sea, and Holland’s many inland 
waterways moreover facilitated internal transport. However, in princi-
ple other lowland regions bordering the North Sea enjoyed similar 
advantages. Although some of these regions, for instance Flanders 
and eastern England, showed strong economic growth at an early 
stage, aft er the middle of the 14th century population numbers and 
urbanisation stagnated or even declined. Th is suggests that geographi-
cal factors alone do not suffi  ce to explain the favourable development 
of Holland’s late medieval economy; other aspects must have contrib-
uted as well.

Th e fi rst to advance an hypothesis on this issue was H.P.H. Jansen, 
who in his 1976 inaugural lecture mainly focused on events in the lat-
ter half of the 14th century, when—as he believed—Holland experi-
enced a sudden and drastic transformation from an agrarian and rural 
society into an urban, industrial, and commercial one. Jansen  suggested 
that in these years Holland had enjoyed a competitive advantage over 
its neighbours because of its low wage levels. Th at in turn was the result 
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34 Jansen, ‘Holland’s Advance’, 10–17.
35 Blockmans, ‘Economic Expansion’, 48–56.
36 Van Zanden, Rise and Decline, 30–34; Van Zanden, ‘Th ird Road’, 88–89.
37 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Van waterland tot stedenland’, 134.

of the fact that there was no more virgin peat land available to absorb 
the labour surplus and, as Jansen thought, also a consequence of the 
relatively mild eff ects of the Plague.34

Curiosity as to what exactly had happened aft er the middle of the 
14th century increased when De Boer’s research made it clear that 
Jansen’s era of transformation had also been a period of deteriorating 
ecological conditions. Whereas De Boer stressed mainly the negative 
eff ects of the subsidence of the peat soil, Wim Blockmans argued that 
the necessity of large grain imports had forced Holland to specialise in 
products like dairy, herring, textiles, and beer— which were in demand 
in the markets of neighbouring regions—and in the building of ships 
needed to transport these commodities. Holland profi ted from its 
relatively late start: techniques that had developed elsewhere—such 
as brewing hop beer—could easily be adopted and perfected.35 Jan 
Luiten van Zanden drew attention to another eff ect of ecological 
change: the consequences for the rural labour market. He interpreted 
the growth of non-agrarian, market-oriented activities supplementary 
to farm work as a reaction to the diminishing prospects for subsistence 
farming, and he saw this as a process of proto-industrialisation that 
contributed materially to the rapid commercialisation of the Holland 
countryside.36

Th e emphasis on the second half of the 14th century is understand-
able, because economic growth in these years makes Holland stand 
out from its neighbours. However, as we have just seen, trade and 
industry had begun their rapid expansion almost a century earlier. 
In his contribution to the Geschiedenis van Holland (History of 
Holland), Peter Hoppenbrouwers claims that by 1350 Holland had 
probably already made up for much of its earlier backwardness.37 Th is 
suggests that the late 14th-century boom had roots in the preceding 
period. Th e idea is supported by an analysis of the development of corn 
tithes, which shows that although arable yields did fall in the 1370s, 
they recovered aft erwards. Only aft er 1400 did a really dramatic decline 
set in. Th is implies that arable farming was still possible at the end 
of the 14th century. Consequently, ecological problems alone cannot 
explain the economic transformation that took place from the middle 
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38 Van Bavel and Van Zanden, ‘Jump-Start’, 516–518.
39 Van der Linden, Cope, esp. 5–16, 120–159, 160–202.
40 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Op zoek’, 230–231.
41 De Vries, ‘On the Modernity’; De Vries and Van der Woude, First Modern 

Economy, 159–165.

of the 14th century onwards, although these problems most likely did 
reinforce it.38

Th is moves the search for an explanation for Holland’s rapid rise to 
an earlier period: to the 11th to 13th centuries, when the reclamation 
of the extensive central peat district took place. Th e idea that the recla-
mations must have had a profound impact on the structure of society 
is based not only on the magnitude of the undertaking, but also on the 
way it was organised. Each reclamation project began with an agree-
ment between a group of colonists and the count of Holland, or one of 
the noblemen who had purchased tracts of wilderness from the count 
for the purpose of selling it on. Th is agreement defi ned the rights and 
duties of both parties. Th e colonists each received a holding, large 
enough to maintain a family. In addition to personal freedom, they 
acquired full property rights to their land: they could use it and dis-
pose of it as they saw fi t. At the same time, the new settler community 
was incorporated into the fabric of the emerging state: the settlers 
accepted the count’s supreme authority, paid taxes, and performed 
military services if called upon.39 On the local level the count was rep-
resented either by the sheriff , an appointed functionary with lower 
jurisdictional authority, or—as in Sloten and Osdorp—by a village lord 
who was granted lower jurisdiction plus some additional rights. Only 
very few lords also held higher jurisdictional authority.40

Jan de Vries and Ad van der Woude have suggested that in the 
absence of both obligations to a manorial lord and restrictions imposed 
by collective farming practices, a society developed characterised by 
‘freedom, individualism and market orientation’. In their view this is 
part of the explanation for the rise of the Dutch Republic (with Holland 
as its leading province) to an economic world power in the early mod-
ern period.41 Th e argument seems intuitively correct, but the exact 
nature of the link between the ‘absence of a truly feudal past’ and 
marked economic performance at this much later stage is implied 
rather than explained.

In one respect Bas van Bavel and Jan Luiten van Zanden have 
been able to establish a tangible connection between the period of the 
reclamations and Holland’s rapid economic growth in the late 
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Middle Ages. Th ey describe Holland before 1350 as a frontier society: 
whereas new land was abundant, labour was scarce and—in contrast 
to Jansen’s assumptions—wages were relatively high. Combined with 
the near absence of urban control over the countryside and the fact 
that craft  guilds had no formal political power (and were therefore 
unable to dictate production conditions), scarcity of labour induced 
the development of labour-saving techniques. It was these tech-
niques that gave Holland’s industries a decisive competitive edge once, 
aft er the middle of the 14th century, wages began to rise in the sur-
rounding countries.42

Th ere is another possible link, one that has not yet been fully explored. 
Th is concerns an element of vital importance to the process of com-
mercialisation that Holland experienced: the organisation of com-
modity markets. As the example of the Sloten and Osdorp scales 
suggests, markets are more than neutral and spontaneous meeting 
places of supply and demand: they are shaped by rules, customs, and 
practices—factors that determine the risks, possibilities, and costs of 
exchange, and thus determine market performance. Th ese institutional 
arrangements in turn do not appear out of the blue: they refl ect the 
interests and the infl uence of groups of people in society. Following 
this line of reasoning, the social and political relations characterising 
Holland’s frontier society must have shaped market structures in such 
a way as to support and stimulate exchange.

For Holland’s medieval markets, recent research has brought to light 
some remarkable characteristics that do indeed appear to have been 
related to the structure of society.43 Markets for free wage labour based 
on short-term contracts, able to supply large numbers of labourers, 
emerged at an early stage. Labour legislation never acquired a general 
character; it was restricted to proletarian workers in the towns and 
was less repressive than in, for instance, England. Th e diff erence is at 
least partly explained by the fact that in Holland bound labour was 
almost non-existent because of the absence of the manorial system. 
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Land markets, not just in the towns but also in the countryside, oper-
ated smoothly thanks to a reliable and transparent registration of land 
transfers by public courts. Since early forms of funded debt were always 
based on real estate as collateral, these courts also acquired a central 
role in capital markets, developing and supporting a variety of instru-
ments that facilitated credit transactions. Public courts could acquire 
and maintain this central position because competition from seigno-
rial or ecclesiastical jurisdictions was weak, and a homogeneous sys-
tem of local courts, urban and rural, developed at an early stage.44

Despite the explanatory value of institutional models, they have 
hardly ever been used in analysing medieval commodity markets in 
Holland. Th e literature on Holland’s medieval trade is mainly based, 
oft en implicitly, on the assumption that markets emerged as a result 
of patterns of supply and demand, propelled mainly by exogenous 
factors—for instance, demographic or technological developments.45 
It does not explain why markets were organised the way they were, nor 
does it pay much attention to the eff ects of market structure on market 
performance. Th ere are exceptions. Some of the older works do discuss 
the organisation of markets, usually markets in a certain town or in a 
certain sector of the economy, in great detail. Much of this work con-
centrates on legal aspects or is of a descriptive nature. However, the 
sections on the economy in J. Huizinga’s series of articles on the rise of 
the town of Haarlem, the book by W.S. Unger on the food provisioning 
of the towns of Holland, and the articles by J.F. Niermeyer on late 14th-
century Dordrecht as a trading centre stand out because of the atten-
tion they pay to the interaction between social and political relations 
and the organisation of exchange.46 Th is is also true for the much more 
recent work by Leo Noordegraaf on confl icts in internal trade, by Remi 
van Schaïk on urban food provisioning in the northern Netherlands, 
and by Bart Ibelings on markets in various Holland towns.47 Be that 
as it may, none of these authors takes the framework of commodity 
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market institutions as the point of departure for a coherent view on the 
relation between social and political structure, market organisation, 
and market performance.

Th at is what this book intends to do. Its aim is to discover whether 
favourable commodity market institutions rooted in Holland’s specifi c 
social and political structure contributed to the remarkable economic 
development Holland experienced in the late Middle Ages. Th e book 
therefore discusses the framework of commodity market institutions, 
the factors that gave rise to this framework, and the framework’s eff ect 
on market performance.

Th ree essential elements in the approach this book takes follow 
directly from this research question. Th e fi rst relates to the concept of 
the market. Markets are seen as sets of institutions: rules, customs, and 
practices that structure the exchange of goods. Th e offi  cial weekly mar-
kets and fairs in medieval towns and villages are part of this institu-
tional framework, but they are by no means the only part. A great deal 
of trade by-passed these formal institutions, taking place at informal 
but still public or semi-public trade venues—for instance, at conveni-
ent places along the road, at inns, or even in private (as, for example, in 
the shape of long-term trade relationships between two individuals).48 
In fact, there is no clear dividing line: public and private markets are 
concepts designating the opposite ends of a continuum. Th erefore the 
rules, customs and practices shaping the less public side of the market 
are also part of this research.

Th e second element concerns the time period under investigation. 
In order to discover whether market institutions were indeed  infl uenced 
by the characteristics of society formed by Holland’s history of recla-
mation and settlement, the development of these institutions has to be 
traced back in time as far as possible. Th is is why the book mainly 
focuses on the 13th, 14th and the fi rst half of the 15th century. In this 
way it includes both the ‘formative’ period of Holland as a frontier 
society and the ‘jump-start’ of the second half of the 14th century and 
early 15th century. In many places, a description of developments in 
the late 15th and 16th century has been included in order to outline 
the evolution and the long-term eff ects of institutions emerging at an 
earlier stage; however, the book does not pretend to cover these later 
150 years in detail.
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Th e third element is the comparative approach: Holland will be 
compared with Flanders (or with the southern Low Countries in a 
wider sense, depending on the availability of information) and with 
England (when possible to eastern England in particular, as the most 
commercialised region). By limiting the comparison to three regions 
bordering the North Sea, some explanatory variables for diff erences in 
the process of commercialisation can be excluded beforehand: the 
three regions enjoyed similar climatological conditions and they all 
had good access to the same sea trade routes. Th is makes it easier to 
focus on the impact of the social and political structure of the three 
societies on commodity market institutions. In this respect the three 
regions display signifi cant diff erences. In England the early rise of a 
strong central power, combined with the persistence of manorialism 
and the integration of feudal lordship in the organisation of the state, 
gave rise to market institutions characterised—more so than in 
Holland—by seignorial and royal control. Indeed a more striking 
example demonstrating the role of medieval lords and kings in the 
organisation of markets would probably be diffi  cult to fi nd. In Flanders 
powerful cities dominated trade; as a result, urban trade monopo-
lies and mechanisms of compulsion and exclusion were much more 
prominent than in Holland. Admittedly, from a European perspective 
Flanders was not a unique case: in Tuscany, for example, urban domi-
nation was probably even more pronounced.49 However, a comparison 
between Holland and Tuscany would make it much more diffi  cult to 
unravel institutional and geographical causes of diverging market 
performance.

Aspects of this comparative approach will be discussed in more 
detail in the last section of this introductory chapter. We will now turn 
to some methodological issues related to the concept of institutions, 
focusing fi rst on their eff ects and second on their origins.

1.2 An institutional approach

In the words of Douglass North, institutions are ‘the humanly 
devised  constraints that shape human interaction. In consequence 
they structure incentives in human exchange, whether political, social 
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or economic’.50 North’s defi nition leaves room for multiple interpreta-
tions about the nature of institutions and their eff ect on economic per-
formance. Some scholars focus mainly, or even exclusively, on formal 
institutions: the offi  cial laws and enforcement procedures that together 
form the legal regime under which exchange takes place. Others adopt 
a broader approach and also include informal elements, even the val-
ues and beliefs that are seen as the most fundamental motivators of 
human activity.51 Th is book pays attention to more than just formal 
rules and laws: it also aims to study the contribution of informal cus-
toms, traditions, codes of conduct, and organisational arrangements to 
structuring commodity trade. Values and beliefs, however, are not 
studied here as institutions in their own right. Although private con-
victions play an important role in every society, their contribution to 
economic behaviour can best be observed by looking at the tangible 
rules, customs, and practices—both formal and informal—to which 
they help give rise.52

Institutional economics share with classical economic theory the 
conviction that market incentives are the driving force for economic 
growth. People, in the words of Adam Smith, will always want ‘to truck, 
barter and exchange one thing for another’,53 and it is fortunate 
that they do, for in this way markets stimulate specialisation and inno-
vation. In the institutional view, however, people may be willing to 
engage in trade, but whether they are able to do so is ultimately decided 
by the level of transaction costs. Ineffi  cient market institutions imply 
high transaction costs and will therefore keep people from engaging 
in exchange. Effi  cient institutions, on the other hand, lower transac-
tion costs, thus promoting exchange and all the advantages that come 
with it.54

Th e concept of transaction costs requires closer attention since it 
is vital in explaining exactly how institutions aff ect market effi  ciency. 
In this book two broad categories of transaction costs are distin-
guished. Th e fi rst category comprises all costs that need to be incurred 
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to match supply and demand. Th ey include both search and informa-
tion costs (i.e. the costs of fi nding appropriate buyers or sellers and 
acquiring adequate information on market opportunities and market 
conditions) and bargaining and decision costs (the costs of negotiation 
and closing a deal). Th e second category is related to the issue of secu-
rity. It covers not only the costs of policing and contract enforcement, 
but also those of rent-seeking (through disproportionate taxation of 
trade or requisitioning of marketable commodities) by the authorities, 
or alternatively of the attempts to keep such predatory regimes at bay.55 
Transport costs are not included in the concept of transaction costs as 
it is used here. Although it is clear that transport costs can also infl u-
ence market performance, their origins are very diff erent. Whereas 
transaction costs originate in social and political relations, transport 
costs are mainly infl uenced by geographical and technological factors. 
Th is book focuses on transaction costs because they are directly rele-
vant to the main research question.

As we shall see, the framework of commodity markets as it evolved 
in late medieval Holland did indeed reduce transaction costs of both 
categories, although it should also be noted that the eff ect was not uni-
form, nor was it always unidirectional.

Not only the eff ects of institutions, but also their origins have been and 
still are the subject of discussion. Th e idea that institutions develop 
more or less spontaneously because they provide an effi  cient response 
to economic needs is a popular one, but it is also problematic. It sug-
gests that effi  cient institutions—‘effi  cient’ being defi ned as  contributing, 
in a given set of circumstances, optimally to the welfare of society—
will automatically prevail over less effi  cient alternatives. Unfortunately, 
things do not always work that way. Many societies end up with 
obviously ineffi  cient institutions, simply because powerful groups 
or individuals create and sustain institutional arrangements that 
support their particular interests, if necessary at the expense of aggre-
gate welfare. A more credible way to account for the development of 
institutions is the ‘social confl ict view’ adopted in this book: in this 
view institutions are seen as the eff ect of a confrontation of various 
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social groups. Th is implies that the institutions that develop are not 
 automatically the most effi  cient ones for society at large; they merely 
suit best the interests of those that have the power to create and sustain 
them.56

Furthermore, institutions in turn tend to reinforce the position 
of power-holders. Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James 
Robinson explain why this happens by distinguishing between eco-
nomic institutions (which include property rights, but also the struc-
ture of markets) and political institutions (Figure 2). Th ey stress that 
economic institutions determine not only economic performance as a 
whole, but also the distribution of resources. Economic institutions in 
turn are determined by political power, which is based on political 
institutions, but also—and here the circle closes—on the distribu-
tion of resources. A second, equally circular mechanism specifi es the 
nature of political power and its interaction with political institutions: 
groups with de facto political power consolidate their position by 
shaping political institutions that give them de jure political power as 
well. Together the two mechanisms explain the path dependency that 
appears to be a feature of many societies: institutions usually change 
only slowly and incrementally. Th e mechanisms also explain how insti-
tutions can ‘petrify’: even if their original function no longer exists, 
they can still be maintained by groups that benefi t from them and have 
both the de facto and the de jure political power required to sustain 
them.57

Figure 2 Causes and eff ects of institutions (endogenous system)
Source: Acemoglu et al., ‘Institutions as a fundamental cause’, 392
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Th e related notion that effi  cient institutions arise more easily when 
rent-seeking lords or elites are kept in check by the presence of coun-
tervailing powers enjoys wide support. What this means in a concrete 
historical situation is another matter. S.R. Epstein, in his research on 
the development of commodity markets in Italy in the late Middle 
Ages, underlined the impact of the rise of a strong central state, which, 
by removing constraints and impediments to trade raised by feudal 
lords, towns or rural elites (such as toll barriers or protectionist urban 
regulations), increased market range and market size and in this way 
helped reduce transaction costs.58 But obviously a strong central state 
can also act as a rent-seeking institution itself—for instance, by impos-
ing high taxes on trade.59 In other words, the conditions that encourage 
favourable economic institutions to develop include more than just the 
strength of the state.

A useful approach to this issue is provided by Acemoglu, Johnson, 
and Robinson. Th ey argue that benefi cial economic institutions are 
more likely to arise when political institutions provide eff ective con-
straints on power-holders, when they give power to a broad group of 
people that have investment opportunities and will therefore benefi t 
from secure property rights for all, and when opportunities for rent-
seeking by power-holders are few.60 With regard to commodity market 
institutions, this book will provide support for this argument It shows 
that in Holland these conditions were largely fulfi lled. Urban elites 
were unable to dominate trade and concentrate it within the town 
walls by non-economic means, as their counterparts in Flanders could 
do. Furthermore, urban authorities in Holland did have the power to 
counteract attempts at rent-seeking by the count of Holland more 
eff ectively than the towns of England could withstand the English 
king; likewise the powers of seignorial lords to exploit rural trade were 
much more limited than in England.

Despite its explanatory power, the institutional model presented by 
Acemoglu and his co-authors also has its weaknesses. For one, it 
focuses on endogenous forces and leaves very little room for the infl u-
ence of exogenous factors. A second objection is closely connected to 
the fi rst: the model explains institutional continuity much better than 
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it explains institutional change. Admittedly, Acemoglu does add that 
external events, especially sudden shocks like wars, may change the 
balance of powers in society and thus lead to an adjustment, or even a 
drastic turn-about, of the institutional framework.61 However, the case 
of commodity markets in Holland presented here suggests that institu-
tional change as a result of exogenous forces was not restricted to such 
rare occasions. It is quite easy to fi nd examples of institutional innova-
tion that clearly responded to external impulses, for instance the rise of 
specialised cattle fairs in the late 14th and early 15th century that will 
be discussed in Chapter 2. In addition, some of the practices that 
served to facilitate trade were probably copied from examples else-
where. Some institutions migrate easily; and because of its late rise, 
Holland was in a good position to adopt successful models developed 
in neighbouring regions. Th e replacement of the duel by truth-fi nding 
methods of proof in debt confl icts, to be investigated in Chapter 7, is a 
good example of institutional migration.62 In cases like this, institu-
tional change seems to have been the joint eff ect of endogenous and 
exogenous factors, although it can still be maintained that endogenous 
factors, by channelling the direction and setting the pace, were deci-
sive. Figure 3 gives a graphic representation.

Figure 3 Causes and eff ects of institutions (mixed system)
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More fundamental is a second fl aw in the institutional model. Th e 
development of commodity markets in medieval Holland provides 
clear indications that economic performance was not exclusively 
determined by institutions, whatever their origins. Exogenous forces 
also had a direct impact (also depicted in Figure 3). We will see that, 
even though the foundation for favourable commodity market institu-
tions in Holland was laid before 1350, an acceleration of growth took 
place only in the second half of the 14th century, when economic cir-
cumstances changed. Th e contribution of non-institutional factors 
should not be seen as an alternative to the eff ect of institutions, but in 
interaction with it. In other words, an effi  cient institutional framework 
is a necessary precondition, but in itself it does not suffi  ce to generate 
economic growth. Effi  ciently organised markets may sometimes actu-
ally create new economic opportunities. However, they more oft en do 
something less spectacular: they determine whether people are able to 
turn opportunities that arise from other factors—most commonly 
changes in supply and demand, in turn infl uenced by demographic, 
geographic, or technological change—into productivity-raising activi-
ties, or whether they are prevented from doing so.

1.3 Research questions

Whereas medieval markets for labour, land or capital can only very 
rarely be pinpointed to a specifi c time and place, commodity exchange 
frequently can be so located. Part of the exchange of goods—and prob-
ably a considerable part—took place at recognisable (although not 
necessarily formally authorised) trade venues: at the quays of a port 
town, for instance, at a weekly market or fair, or perhaps at an informal 
gathering close to a village church. All these places were part of the 
institutional framework for commodity exchange, and a vital part at 
that. Trade venues, and the rules and customs that determined their 
functioning, take centre stage in Part I of this book.

Concentration of trade in time and space aff ected transaction costs 
in more than one way. Firstly it contributed to a reduction in search 
and information costs: it was relatively easy to fi nd interested buyers 
and sellers and obtain reliable information on prices at a busy market 
place. Where advantages of scale allowed for the provision of  specialised 
services such as brokerage and auctioning, bargaining and decision 
costs were also lowered. Formal markets could also contribute to a 
reduction in costs related to security: the authorities oft en provided 
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rules and enforcement mechanisms to guarantee orderly proceedings 
and fair dealing at the market place. Th ere was a reverse side, however: 
concentration of trade, especially when accompanied by restrictive 
policies or coercion, also provided opportunities for rent-seeking 
through taxation, the compulsory use of local services, or pre-emptive 
rights for local merchants.

Th e development of a network of trade venues was of course partly 
determined by the demographic, geographic, and economic factors 
that fi gure prominently in many studies devoted to the analysis of mar-
ket networks.63 However, the impact of social and political relations 
should not be ignored. It is from this perspective that Part I begins 
with discussions of two categories of trade venues: fairs and rural trade 
venues (formal or informal). Clearly these two categories do not cover 
the entire range of physical markets in medieval Holland. Nonetheless, 
both fairs and rural trade venues, as we shall see shortly, did have an 
important role in the progress of commercialisation. Moreover, the 
development of these two categories of trade venues demonstrates the 
impact of social and political relations very well. Th us, an in-depth 
discussion of these two categories, more than an exhaustive enumera-
tion of each and every type of trade venue that existed, contributes to 
the goal of this book: to demonstrate whether and how the specifi c 
characteristics of the Holland society—in turn related to the county’s 
history of settlement and reclamation—aff ected the organisation 
and thus ultimately the effi  ciency of medieval commodity markets. 
In order to avoid too narrow a focus, the development and functioning 
of fairs and rural trade venues is placed against a wider background: 
frequent attention is paid to both parallels and relations with other 
types of trade venues.

Chapter 2 analyses the role and development of fairs in late medie-
val Holland. Because of their periodic character and the legal regime 
they enjoyed—during the fair regular restrictions on foreign traders 
were usually lift ed and immunity was off ered for previously contracted 
debts—fairs provide a good example of the advantages attached to 
concentrating trade in time and space. Certainly, medieval Holland 
was not renowned for its fairs: it never hosted gatherings of foreign 
merchants comparable to those of the Champagne region, or to the 
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international fairs of Flanders or England. Nevertheless, Holland did 
have a substantial number of smaller fairs, many of them serving 
mainly the local market but some with an additional role in regional 
or interregional trade. Th is fact has been noted before: in an article 
on fairs in the northern Low Countries written more than fi ft y years 
ago, Robert Feenstra recorded that between the 14th and 16th centu-
ries  several towns in Holland received licenses for fairs. However, 
Feenstra dismissed these fairs as unimportant: they were never more 
than local or regional aff airs to begin with and became redundant, 
moreover, when in the 16th century sea borne trade increased and 
Holland changed into ‘one big permanent market’.64 Th is view is in 
keeping with the idea expressed in much of the older literature that the 
fairs of the Middle Ages were representatives of an early, immature 
stage in the development of trade, to be superseded by more sophisti-
cated permanent urban trading networks with the progression of eco-
nomic development.65

Yet a proliferation of lesser fairs was a very characteristic aspect of 
economic life in late medieval western and central Europe.66 Epstein 
has linked the rise of these fairs to the rising standards of living aft er 
the demographic catastrophes in the fi rst half of the 14th century. 
A higher demand for products like dairy, meat, and textiles promoted 
regional specialisation and the rise of interregional trade. According to 
Epstein, the rise of lesser fairs in the late Middle Ages demonstrates an 
adequate response to increasingly complex and variable patterns of 
production and trade. Fairs, as temporary facilities, could easily be 
established in convenient places in response to changes in supply and 
demand. But fairs did not simply spring up overnight in response to 
commercial needs: politics and power were also important. Epstein 
focuses on the role of the central state. He claims new fairs emerged 
only when and where an increasingly powerful state helped to over-
come the opposition of towns to the rise of trade facilities outside 
their walls.67 Whether this is what happened in Holland is doubtful: 
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Feenstra’s—admittedly preliminary—results suggest that Holland’s 
fairs were largely established in the existing towns, not in villages. 
More detailed information is needed to bring to light whether and how 
social and political relations in Holland aff ected the rise of fairs. 
Chapter 2 therefore presents a detailed chronological reconstruction 
of the pace and timing of the development of fairs in Holland between 
the early 13th and the late 15th century. It then proceeds to investigate 
the contribution to this development by economic changes on the one 
hand, and by political and social relations on the other.

Chapters 3 and 4 discuss the development of rural trade venues in 
relation to the commercialisation of the Holland countryside. Th at a 
process of commercialisation of the countryside occurred in the 
Middle Ages is perhaps not self-evident. In the view of Russian econo-
mist Chayanov, peasants based their decisions mainly on tradition and 
subjective habits instead of an objective analysis of economic opportu-
nities. Th ey were primarily subsistence-oriented and did not produce 
more than their own household could consume.68 Chayanov’s ideas 
have, explicitly or implicitly, found their way into the views of many 
historians. Yet his assumptions are not supported by new research, 
clearly demonstrating the involvement of many peasants with the 
market. Even when peasants consumed part of their own produce, sur-
pluses were usually marketed, and ordinary villagers were routinely 
involved in the exchange of all kinds of commodities. Where market 
institutions were effi  cient and transaction costs were low, peasants pro-
duced for the market as soon as they found there was a demand for 
their products. But where markets were diffi  cult to enter or unsafe, 
creating high barriers to trade, peasants chose, quite rationally, for 
subsistence as the less costly or risky alternative.69

In this light the availability of rural trade venues and the rules and 
practices that determined conditions for exchange at these venues 
counted: they were an important part of the institutional framework 
that set the stage for rural commercialisation. In turn, the development 
and functioning of rural trade venues were strongly infl uenced by the 
structure of rural society, which in Holland had some rather unusual 
characteristics. Manorial lords, who in England competed for market 
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70 Raft is, Peasant Economic Development, esp. 118–131.
71 Masschaele, Peasants, Merchants, and Markets, 57–58, 83.
72 Epstein, ‘Town and Country’, 14.

rights and thus initiated the development of a dense network of rural 
markets and fairs, were largely absent in Holland. While in Flanders 
much of the rural economy was geared to the industrial and mercantile 
needs of powerful cities, towns in Holland were small and only gradu-
ally gained political power.

Th e eff ects are not immediately obvious. Recent studies on the medi-
eval English economy have done much to moderate the idea that lords 
did nothing but exploit their tenants. It turns out that peasants were 
quite capable of innovation and market participation, despite the limi-
tations of the manorial system, and that many lords were well aware of 
the need to stimulate such economic activities.70 In this line of reason-
ing the dense network of village fairs and markets, controlled by the 
lords who owned these trade venues, is fi rst and foremost a positive 
contribution to a reduction of transaction costs for peasants, rural 
craft smen, and traders, thus permitting a higher level of exchange and 
specialisation.71 Nevertheless, this should not blind us to the fact that a 
tight control over trade also facilitated seignorial exactions. Likewise, 
in pre-Plague Europe, urban coercion (in the form of regional trade 
monopolies) sometimes showed positive returns: it gave urban elites 
an incentive to invest in infrastructure and urban institutions, and it 
provided both peasants and urban craft smen with stable markets. 
However, the poor economic performance of ‘urban coercive’ regions 
like Flanders and Italy at the end of the Middle Ages suggests that by 
then the damage from rent-seeking outweighed the original benefi ts.72

Chapter 3 explores the implications of the almost complete absence 
of seignorial control and urban coercion for the rise of an institutional 
framework favourable to rural commercialisation in 13th- and early 
14th-century Holland. Chapter 4 examines how a tradition of informal 
trade and absence of coercion established before 1350 contributed to 
the rise of a highly market-oriented rural economy in the second half 
of the 14th and the early 15th century. It does so by discussing in detail 
the development and organisation of two types of newly emerging 
rural trade venues: fi sh markets along the North Sea coast and rural 
weigh houses for dairy in the north of Holland.

Chapter 5, the fi nal chapter of the fi rst part of the book, discusses 
another trade venue, the development of which was also shaped—and 
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73 A concise summary of the history of the Dordrecht staple right is given by Van 
Herwaarden et al., Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 79–88.

forcefully so—by politics and power: the Dordrecht staple. As we saw, 
Dordrecht’s staple privileges gave the town the right to act as an exclu-
sive depot for the transit river trade in wine, grain, wood, and salt. Th e 
Dordrecht authorities took great pains to enforce these privileges in 
the entire river delta.73 Th us, whereas fairs and rural trade venues show 
how concentration of trade could facilitate and stimulate commerciali-
sation, the Dordrecht staple highlights the reverse side of the coin: the 
opportunities for rent-seeking off ered by concentration.

Dordrecht’s staple right presents us with a double paradox. Firstly, 
the fact that Dordrecht managed to acquire and maintain a very sub-
stantial set of monopoly privileges seems at odds with the assumption 
that Holland’s history of occupation and settlement had given rise to a 
society that knew but few non-economic constraints on trade. Secondly, 
although throughout the Middle Ages the Dordrecht staple gave rise to 
numerous complaints, in the second half of the 14th century—when 
the staple privilege reached its widest legal defi nition and Dordrecht 
fl ourished—Holland as a whole experienced a phase of strong eco-
nomic growth. Chapter 5 examines this double paradox by investigat-
ing the confl icts between Dordrecht and two smaller neighbouring 
towns, Brielle and Schoonhoven.

Not all institutions that structured commodity exchange in medieval 
Holland can be related to a specifi c type of trade venue. Many rules, 
customs and practices were common to a variety of trade venues, 
or cannot be pinpointed in time and space. Th e second part of the 
book therefore abandons the distinction in categories of trade venues. 
It takes a complementary approach by focusing on rules, customs, and 
practices that shaped commodity trade largely independently of the 
location where the exchange took place. Although in practice institu-
tional arrangements frequently had more than one eff ect at the same 
time, for analytical purposes it is still useful to distinguish between 
institutions that primarily related to the matching of supply and 
demand, and institutions that had their greatest impact on security. 
Th is distinction is the guiding principle of the second part of the book, 
which presents these two parts of the institutional framework in two 
consecutive chapters.
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As in Part I, no attempt has been made to present an exhaustive 
discussion of all aspects of the two clusters of institutions. In Chapter 
6 in particular, the selection from a large group of rules and regulations 
directed at preserving the public character of the market and reducing 
information asymmetries has been narrowed down to just one aspect: 
the organisation of weighing and measuring. Th e choice of this par-
ticular aspect is not based on the argument that it was of greater impor-
tance to commercialisation than, for instance, quality control; the 
organisation of weighing and measuring was chosen because it dem-
onstrates with great clarity the impact of social and political relations 
on the development of the institutional framework, and thus this 
choice contributes most to the central question of this book. It is pre-
sented here as a case study that also refl ects developments in other 
aspects of market regulation.

To modern man, systems of weights and measures are fi xed and 
abstract entities, conventions that can be used to ascertain quantities of 
commodities regardless of their nature or of the circumstances. It has 
been the merit of Polish historian Witold Kula to demonstrate that 
this situation is a relatively recent one. Kula argues that pre-modern 
weights and measures were ‘representational’ rather than ‘conven-
tional’: weights and measures were closely linked to the nature of 
the commodity and the way it was produced. Measures for land, 
for example, were derived from the time needed to plough a plot or 
from the amount of seed required to sow it; consequently, they varied 
from place to place and could change over time. From a modern per-
spective we can fault this measuring system for its lack of standardisa-
tion but, as Kula notes, it made good sense in the context in which it 
was used.74

Th eir ‘representational’ nature implied that weights and measures, 
as was the case with all other institutions, were the product of social 
and political relations of the society in which they functioned. Powerful 
landowners, for instance, frequently managed to increase the size of 
the grain measure used for collecting dues-in-kind on their estates, 
whereas in the towns pressure from local retailers resulted in smaller 
measures.75 How the specifi c political and social structure of the 
Holland society aff ected the organisation of weighing and measuring, 
and what this meant for market effi  ciency, is the subject of Chapter 6.

74 Kula, Measures and Men, 3–8.
75 Ibid., esp. 29–31 (land measures) and 54–62 (measuring of grain in Poland).
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77 Boerner and Ritschl, ‘Individual Enforcement’, 206–208.

Chapter 7 discusses the same questions for a series of institutions 
that deal primarily with security: the mechanisms for the enforcement 
of contracts. Here we are not, as in Chapter 6, dealing with just one 
example representing a much wider range of regulations. When in com-
mercial exchange between strangers payment and delivery did not take 
place simultaneously, the enforceability of contracts was, in the words 
of Avner Greif, the ‘fundamental problem of exchange’: people were 
not prepared to enter into a commercial contract unless they were con-
fi dent the other party would fulfi l his obligations. One solution to this 
problem relied on a system of communal responsibility: if somebody 
reneged on a contract with a stranger, all members of the culprit’s com-
munity (his town of residence, for example, or the guild he belonged 
to) were held liable for the damage. Th e disciplining eff ect of the  system 
ultimately depended on intracommunity self-regulation: a defaulter 
knew that aft erwards his own community would seek compensation 
from him for the costs incurred through his actions. Th e alternative 
was a system of individual responsibility that allowed the injured party 
to bring legal action directly against the defaulter himself. Th is required 
the existence of an eff ective legal system imposed by an authority with 
enough power not only to issue rules but also enforce them.

In Greif ’s work these two arrangements are fi tted into a clear 
chronological framework. Greif argues that communal responsibility 
systems made impersonal exchange possible in a time when law 
enforce ment by the state was non-existent. Merchant guilds, for 
instance, provided monitoring, coordination and internal  enforcement 
mechanisms to correct defaulting—both between guild members and, 
through communal responsibility, with outsiders. In the 13th century, 
when larger political units were formed and strong rulers were able to 
guarantee security and enforce contracts, merchant guilds lost their 
function.76

Th e idea of a transition from communal to individual responsibility 
has been questioned. Lars Boerner and Albrecht Ritschl, for instance, 
underline the coexistence and the mutual reinforcement of collective 
and individual mechanisms throughout the Middle Ages.77 In a similar 
vein, research by Oscar Gelderblom and Regina Grafe on merchant 
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guilds in four major European towns between the middle of the 13th 
and the end of the 18th century demonstrates that throughout the 
period various types of merchant organisations existed, from individ-
ual agency to full-fl edged merchant guilds endowed with formal privi-
leges, disciplining powers, and powers of exclusion. Which model 
prevailed at a given place and time depended on more than one varia-
ble, and various economic and political circumstances played a role.78 
Seen from this perspective, the case of Holland is an interesting one. 
As we shall see, between the early 13th and the middle of the 15th cen-
tury, merchant guilds were of very little signifi cance, whereas urban 
authorities were actively engaged in contract enforcement almost from 
the moment they came into being. Apparently, the society of Holland 
provided fertile ground for a system of individual liability. Chapter 7 
aims to show which factors contributed to this situation and how it 
aff ected the effi  ciency of contract enforcement.

Effi  cient institutions can be defi ned as institutions that, by lowering 
transaction costs, stimulate exchange and thus contribute to aggregate 
welfare. But how to assess the effi  ciency of institutions in an actual 
historical situation? A single institution may have many eff ects, inten-
tional or unintentional: it may help reduce one type of transaction 
costs while raising another type, or open up possibilities for exchange 
to one group while closing them to others. For instance, restricting 
access to urban markets to guild members—a common kind of regula-
tion in many medieval towns—reduced options to engage in trade for 
everybody else. On the other hand, since guilds also controlled quality 
and were able to discipline their members, buyers had less trouble 
acquiring correct market information and would be protected, to a 
certain extent, against cheating. How to weigh these advantages against 
the disadvantages? Moreover, institutions interact: they cannot be eas-
ily disentangled from the framework of which they are part. Th is 
makes it diffi  cult to study the eff ects of a single institution. It also 
means that more oft en than not a combination of institutions contrib-
uted to a single eff ect.79

Here these issues have been tackled by combining diff erent 
approaches. Th e fi rst is the choice for the comparative approach 

78 Gelderblom and Grafe, ‘Rise, Persistence and Decline of Merchant Guilds’.
79 Ogilvie, ‘Whatever Is, Is Right?’, 668–675; cf. Gelderblom and Grafe, ‘Rise, 

Persistence and Decline of Merchant Guilds’, 3.
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mentioned earlier. Th e book does not pretend to exhaustively cover all 
rules, customs, and practices that shaped medieval commodity trade 
in Holland. Rather, it focuses on diff erences and similarities between 
Holland, England, and the southern Low Countries in the three main 
elements underlying institutional theory: social and political relations, 
institutions, and economic performance. Th e comparison makes the 
links between these elements stand out and in this way helps to answer 
the research question. For practical reasons, the analysis of the English 
and Flemish situation has been based on secondary literature, with 
very few references to the primary sources. Consequently, the scope 
and depth of the comparisons have been aff ected by the uneven avail-
ability of research results. On some issues the information required for 
a detailed comparison is simply not available for England, Flanders, or 
even both countries. In these cases comparisons have been curtailed. 
In Chapter 2, for instance, the number of fairs in Holland has been 
compared with the fi gures for England but not for Flanders, because a 
systematic inventory of medieval fairs for Flanders is lacking.

Th ere is another danger involved in the comparative approach: it 
may lead to overstressing the impact of endogenous factors. In order to 
minimise this risk, a conscious eff ort is made to also take into account 
the infl uence of exogenous factors on the development of the institu-
tional framework (mainly in Part I) and to identify and explain simi-
larities that existed regardless of social and political structures 
(particularly in Part II).

Secondly, an attempt is made to complement the qualitative, in-
depth analysis of aspects of the institutional framework with a quanti-
tative, but more general assessment of the total. Th is is the essence of 
Part III of the book. Whereas Parts I and II provide an analytical dis-
cussion of diff erent parts of the institutional framework—investigating 
the origins of the institutions and off ering a qualitative assessment of 
their consequences for transaction costs—Part III steps back from 
individual institutions. It tests, in a much more general way, the 
hypothesis that Holland’s favourable framework of market institutions 
gave rise to better economic performance. It does so by looking at two 
quantitative indicators: market integration and market orientation.

Chapter 8 studies the level of market integration. Th e underlying 
assumption is that favourable institutions, by reducing transaction 
costs, promote the rise of well-integrated markets. Based on the 
assumption that effi  cient market institutions and low transaction costs 
will encourage and facilitate participation in market transactions, 
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Chapter 9 makes an attempt to estimate the degree of commercialisa-
tion of late medieval society in Holland.

Market integration and market orientation have been selected 
because they can be seen as general indicators of market performance, 
and because for these two aspects at least some quantitative informa-
tion suitable for interregional comparison can be generated. For other 
aspects of market performance fi gures are simply not available. 
However, if as is indicated in Figure 3, market performance is infl u-
enced not just by the quality of the institutional framework but also by 
exogenous forces, the two indicators cannot be expected to provide 
absolute proof of a causal relation between the institutional framework 
on the one hand and market performance on the other. Th e quantita-
tive approach in Part III should be seen as complementary to the much 
more detailed but qualitative information presented earlier. Only by 
combining the two approaches can an assessment of the relation 
between institutions and market performance be attempted.
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