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Lown and country: economy and
mstitutions in late medieval Italy
By §. R. EPSTEIN

The foundation of every division of labour . . . is the separation of town from
country. One might well say that the whole economic histary of sociery is
summed up in the movement of this antithesis. However, for the moment we
shall not go into this.!

/x\r:n relations berween town and country have been a central theme of
ltalian historiography since the mid sixteenth century,” their social
and economic features have been studied in their own right only from the
1890s. Since then, two main lines of interpretation have emerged.” Initially,
historians of the ‘economico-juridical’ schoal® put forward the view that the
expansion of the north-central Italian communes between the mid twelfth
century and the thirteenth transformed town-country relarions. Communes
subordinated the rural hinterland (contado) to their economic and jurisdictional
authority in the interests of the urban population and of the conunercial
bourgeoisie; the passage of powers from feudal 1o urban lordship meant for
the peasantry a sharp loss of judicial and economic freedoms. While this
view has since been considerably extended and refined,® it is generally
accepted that the city states of central and northern Italy did exploit the
countryside through inequitable rates of laxation, regulations restricting
most trade and industry to the ruling rown, compulsory labour services,
and (increasingly during the fourteenth and fificenth centuries) judicial
support for citizens’ claims over their rural tenants.®

This view was challenged by Fiumi, who on the basis of thirteenth- and
early fourteenth-century Florentine evidence, argued that communal rule
was of major benefit to the countryside.” While Fiumi's defence of economic

" Marx, Capital, 1, xil, p. 4. Versions of this artcle were discussed ar the Economiz History Socieny's
Annual Conference, Lelcester g-12 April g2 end the First Conference of the Eurcpean Association of
Lrban Historians, Amsterdam 4-7 September 1992. 1 bave been assisted in rescarch by a Molly Cotton
Research Fellowship (1990-1), o British Academy Postdoctoral Fellowship (1997-2] and, last but not
least, by Carlo and Feenanda Astuni. 1 also wish to thask Rita Astun, James Thomson, and Chris
Wickham for their erftical comments.

* Toubert, *“Cittd™ et “contada™ ",

' Maire Vigueur, ‘Rapports ville-campagne’, pp. 21-3,

* In particular Salvernini, Magnan e fopolant; idem, ‘Comune nirale'; Capgese, Comune fibers; ider,
‘Repubblica di Siena'y idem, Classi e comuni rerali, See alse Arias, Ststema, pp. 2o7-27.

* Bordone, “Tema citading’; Brezs, 'Relusiond’.

" General statements to this effecr in Cammarsano, Compagne, pp. 12940, 183-7; Pinl, ‘Comune
cittdestate’, pp, oot Waley, Jralion city-republics, ch. 4, Hay and Law, laly, pp. 51-8; Berengo,
'Cittd", pp. 685915 Racine, "Ville et contado’; Maire Viguewr, ‘Rapports ville-campagne’. The need 1o
avercome the current dichttomy berween case studies of individual commungs and generaliztions abwous
“communil’ Naly as & whole through a comparative ‘geography’. of town-countey relatinns is argied by
ﬂnm_.._E...EE_HP 'Citld e campagm'; sec also below, 5. 14,

Fiumi, 'Rappari ecanomict'; sdem, Fiorntmr ¢ decadenza, P 127, 131, 195,
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relations between commune and contado has found lttle credit,® he Was
siccessful in shifting the focus of the debate from the characier of urhap
wstitutional power {which had been the main concern of the ‘economic,.
juridical’ historians}, to the function of towns in the late medieval EConomy,
Fiumi did this by drawing on an ‘integrated “town-based” model’ of pre-
industrial development, which contrasts the dynamism of urban capital ang
culture with the conservatism of peasanl society.” In this view, one still
widely accepted by medievalists, Italian communes purveved capital, markers,
and economic and administrative rationality 1o a less advanced if not
altogether stagnant countryside. '

As this brief outline suggests, many ol the problems faced by the debate
on the economically ‘progressive’ role of Italian communes since the 19505
arise from the ambiguity of its terms. In particular, whereas Fiumj's
institutional arguments have been widely criticized, his economic ideas, a g
the implicit counterfactual hypothesis that rural econcmies would b ve
performed less well without urban expenditure and enterprise, are on the
whole accepted. Hence both main interpretations of own-country relations
convey more or less explicitly the view that medieval urban domination was
a powerful source of rural growth. This in turn often leads to the circular
argument that regions lacking powerful towns must have had ‘backward’ or
underdeveloped economies. !

The evidence makes it impossible either 1o prove or disprove such
arguments before the fourteenth century. When sufficient records do become
available, however, they suggest that the economy of regions with strong
communal traditions, such as Tuscany, might compare rather poorly with
that of areas with far weaker urban institutions, such as Sicily.'? If correct,
this conclusion disproves the theory thar strong urban powers invariably
simulated economic growth; but it also fails to prove the economic
superiority of ‘country’ over ‘town’. The dichotomy itself is the result of
overcmphasizing either the institutional or the economic features of town.
country refations, without at the same time clearly distinguishing between
the two. This problem can be overcome precisely if one first sets apart, and
then draws together, these two features by analysing marker structures.

* For example ider, ‘Happorti economici’, p- 3o, made much of the fact thar in the 1330% taxes per
biexd in the Florentine countryside were one-fiftly of urban ones. Per capul tax returns from the somrado
in 1392, 1390, and 1400 were also B.g-20.6 per cent of urban oncs, with the median close o the latter
figure (Malho, Flerentine public fimarces, pp. 1o, 29-30; my estimate is based o5 3 | : 3.4 malio of urban
ta ruril population as in 1427 Herliby and Klapisch-Zuber, Ler Toscons, P43, To what degree this
allecation favoured rural laxpayers can be seen from the tax assessment of 1427, which reports average
per caput wealth in Florence 17 to 19 times thar in the comtada, znd 20 Hmes that in the Tuscan
countryside 45 o whele (ibid., pp. 243, 664); on the basiz of these figures {which take no sccount of
the considernble tax-exemptions granted 1o Florentines), rural raxpayers after 1350 Weré paving z 1o 4
limes a3 much per caput as urban dwellers, with the mean closer 1o 4, Even though there may have
been a redistribution of wealth from countey tw town 2fter the mid fourteentl century (Molho, Florennne
public finances, pp. 29-30 suppeses thar per caput taxation in the cemiade approximarely doubled berween
the 13305 and t390-1410; Brown, Shado, pp. 167-8 suggests 8 fousfold incresse for the town of Pescial,
etmitann before 1348 would sall have been paying close to rwice as many faxes as Florentines,

* Langton and Happe, Town and courtiry, p. 4; Epstein, 'Cities, pp, 12-1.

* Brown, 'Economic “decline™ ', pp. 103-q; see also Braudel. Capitrline and mareral life, ch. §.

" Epsrein, fodand for dself, ch. 1 Del Treppo, "Medivevo ¢ Messogiomo', pp. 252-7; Beitnell,
‘England and hern Iraly'.
¥ Epstein, ‘Cities’.
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There has never been, nor is there now, such thing as an deal marker
cconomy. This ts because markets are complex bundles of social institutions
(sets of enforceable rules), whose function is as much 1o discipline as o
allocate resources.” This implies 1has development does not arise from a
spontancous growth of productive forces and commerce per s, but from
the way claims arising from increasing trade are enforced and constrained
by the institutions that organize market exchange. A particular institutional
constellation can as much retard as promote ¢conomic growth.’ The role
of social institutions in orienting development, particularly in establishing
the division of labour between town and country, is especially clear in late
medieval Italy, On the one hand, the incorporation of independent communes
into territorial states (in north-ceniral Italy) and the growth of a more
pawerful monarchy (in the south) modified the wider political context of
town-country relations. On the other, local markets centred on individual
towns began 10 merge into more integrated regional ones,'® The characrer
and rate of institutional change varied considerably between states, however,
and I shall argue that these differences had significant economic consequences.

These changes mean that we must shift the focus of enquiry from relations
between individual towns and their hinterlands to relations between town
and country, and between different towns within nascent territorial states
and economic regions.' Here we will consider three Italian states of
comparable size and rates of urbanization—Sicily (25,000 sq. km.), Tuscany
{12,000 sq. km.), and Lombardy (27,000 sq. km, at its fullest extent—
between the early fourteenth century and the mid sixteenth. To demonstrate
the influence of institutions we must be able to show that they do not derive
from changes in underlying endowments. This proposition can be tested,
for whereas the fourteenth-century epidemics subjected the economy of the
three regions to a similar exogenous shock, their institutions evolved quite
differently over time. Urban authority over the countryside in the early
fourtcenth century was far greater in Tuscany and Lombardy, where
independent or semi-independent city states held sway, than in Sicily, where
feudal monarchs had ruled the towns since the eleventh century. By the

'* See Bardhan, "‘Mew institutional ecomonucs'; sdem, ‘Concept of power' for recent discussions aof
ccondmic power, The definition of the larmer adopted here ds thar quoted ibid., p. 266 fram Taylor,
Commmunine: *A has power over B i A can alfect the incentives ficing B in tuch a way that it is sational
for B o do something he would not otherwise have chosen 1o do. The incentives of B are affected by
A mainly through the offer of 2 reward or the theear of 2 penalty or some combination of 8 threar and
an offer” (it is of course assumed thar the oppartunity costs for A of acquiring and wsing jts power aver
B are lower than the lanter's costs of non-coimpliance). This definition of economic power includes A's
ability to establish and mainrain the instifeiicmil frimetsork (enforceable rules) of production and cxchanpe
within which B operates. Tn a slightly narrower sense, economic power is also exercised when A& s ar
the same time firse party t, and thied party enforcer of, exchange with B, MNote that to endow cinies
with agency, as I do below, is nor 1o lapse into functionalist; oorth-central Dralian cities tor rather,
their ruling elites) were conscieusly orpanized corparate bodies which could promiose urben interess
through collective action,

" See Hodgson, Econmmics and mattsnget, Morth, fimienoms; Eggertson, Feonemic Behaeior,
Crustafsson, ed., Feter for different versions of this proposition, This approach is st odds with the
basic assumption of the “New Instirurional Economics v that institutional Innovation & derlvative of
chariges in factor prices, and hence that econamic institutions are oprimal or Pareto-efMicient; see Field,
"Prableen'; idem, ‘Microeconomics'; Base, Jones, and Schliche, 'Geowth and decay’,

* Epstein, “Cities’.

'* Bee Cammarosana, ‘Cirth o campagna’, pp, 08, 316-7,
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fifteenth century the three regions spanned the entire spectrum of contempar.
ary Buropean states: Sicily belonged 1o an Iberan composite monarchy;
Tuscany was ruled by an urban oligarchy; Lombardy came under the
authority of a duke. !’

The first section of this dricle discusses how the political order affecied
the size and economic contribution of late medieval towns, and the rate of
regional economic integration. It contrasts the effects of changing institutiongl
relations between town and country, between the towns themselves, and
between towns and the state. In the second section, developments in
clothmaking are used to assess the effect of social and political conflict on
regional market structures, both on the division of labour between town
and country and on regional integration as a whole.

I

Central place theory is an increasingly popular tool for analysing pre-
industrial market structures.'® Holding all else constant, the theory states
that in competitive markets, the towns of a region plotted by size on g
logarithmic scale will distribute along a straight line; this is known as a
lognormal distribution.'® The degree 1o which a region’s urban hierarchy
conforms to 2 lognormal distribution is taken to reflect the extent to which
goods and labour are distributed competitively berween the region’s towns,*°
Although a lognormal distribution is seldom found in the real world, it
does provide a useful benchmark which can be compared against actual
distributions. In particular, since direct evidence of how people and material
resources were distributed between pre-industrial towns is seldom available,
urban distribution provides vital indirect proof of changes in regional market
SITUCHUres over ume,

The discussion of urban hierarchies®' rests on four general premises.
First, the customary assumption is made that population size is a surrogate
measure of a town's resources. Second, urban hierarchies are taken to be
shaped by enforceable access to fiscal, financial, commercial, and human

T justify the definition of economic regions in palitico-instinitional terms in Epstein, ‘Cites', pp.
1c-a.

' See van der Woude, Hayami, and de Vries, eds., Urbonrizanion in hestory.

* A special kind of lognormal distribution, known gs the rank-sie rlbe, is often used 25 0 benchmark
for sctual urban distribotions; deviations from the rank-size are seen as evidence of coonomic inefficiency
and disorder, The rank-size rule refers 1o a pattern of city distribution in which the population of rank
X is equal to the population of the largest city divided by ¥: thus the population of the _"E.&.Hm.nm.nﬁ
city will be one-third of thar of the largest city, and so0 oo, The theory of urban lognormal distribution
and its pitfalls are discussed by de Vries, Eurapear wrbanezaion, pp, 83-95.

* Smith, "Regiogal economic systems’ and idem, 'City-size distributions”, esp. pp. 30-1, 33, 4o has
particularly emphasized the impact of imperfect labour markers on urhan hierarchics, but her point can
be extended to all factor and producs markers.

“ Lack of adequate demographic dats has restricted analysis to the 10 largest regional centres at any
one time; this has meant excluding the smaller towns from the picture, While this pragmatic solution
to the problem of defining the usban threshold raises few problems for Sicily, where administraive
factors did lirtle to determine weban size, it js Jess straightforward for Tuscany and Lombardy, where
cities. had well-defined political and administrative prevogatives which distinguished them from other
central places wnd had powerful effects on sive. For the economic significance of these insttutional
differences see below, pp, 4605,

0 Bevwmowmi Hizmy Seoety 13

ECONOMY AND INSTITUTIONS I8 LATE MEDIEVAL ITALY 457

resources within a region; changes in the structure of urban hicrarchies will
therefore reflect changes in allocation of resources. Third; the regional urban
luerarchies that existed in early sixteenth-century Europe are assumed 1o
have been the result of greater reginnal integration and specialization
triggered by the late medieval “crisis’. Late medieval towns became embedded
in a more extensive regional hierarchy and must be examined in this wider
context.* Finally, late medieval citics are presumed o have drawn most of
their resources from the surrounding countryside and from the activites of
the state itself. The state reallocated wealth between subject towns through
taxes and administration, both of which were expanding rapidly in our
period; state activities also drew resources from the territory as a whole to
the political and administrative capital, whose regional hegemony therefore
tended o increase.

The only region in our sample 1o lack city states, Sicily had two further
distinctive features: a considerable instability of urban size and ranking,
and two regional metropolises rather than one. 2 Instability of urban ranking,
which is proof of a high degrec of competition for resources between Sicilian
towns, can be traced to two sources of individual mobility: a general scarcity
of free property in peasant hands, which made it easier for individuals 1o
migrate in search of improved living standards, and weak urban control
over the countryside. Urban powers increased in the late fourteenth CENTUrY,
when the Sicilian feudal aristocracy and urban elite groups reacted to
declining royal authority and a collapse of up to 70 per cent in land rents
by taking charge of local urban administration and by intensilying contral
over rural markets. This caused the fragmentation of the regional market,
at a time when Sicily was also being broken up into semi-autonomous
territories under seigneurial lordship. However, the only city to achieve
jurisdictional powers comparable to more northerly communes was Messina,
and urban powers of jurisdiction all but ceased to expand after the Aragonese
monarchy re-established central authority and territorial unity in the 1390s.
Thereafter high rates of individual mobility ensuted once more that towns
competed for ecconomic and human resources rather than relying on
institutional privilege.

How were these features reflected in the urban hierarchy? In the mid to
late thirteenth century, Palermo and Messina, with three to four times the
population of the third largest Sicilian rown, monopolized the resources of
western and eastern Sicily respectively. In practice, they were still distinct,
non-competing metropolitan ‘capitals’, whose influence extended in part o
the southern mainland and which drew their wealth as much from political
and administrative as from economic sources. The functional similaritics
between the two cities reflect the weak integration of the Sicilian regional
market at this time.

© Epstein, “Cities’; de Vries, Eurapeon arbanizasion, pp. 255-7. The decline of the ‘decentralized
medieval urban structure' seems 1o have been caused mainly by the growth of regional, rather than of
interregional trade as argued by de Vries at p. 246, The implied view that pre-fourteenth-century towns
were fsofated muarket centres is, of course, something of a fiction: se¢ Hohenberg and Lees, Moking of
urben Ewrope, p. 57,

* Epstein, "Cities, pp. T2+, pdem, Telend for dvself, chy: 2-3.

B Citeamiic it s a si s
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d.F.. political crises caused by the War of the Vespers (r282-1372) and
by civil war (1348-62) modified the urban hierarchy significantly. Palermo
and Messina lost their status as the main political and administrative centres
in .ma.“_EnE Italy, while retaining some of these functions within two of
Sicily's three sub-regions (valli). Weaker reglonal integration during the late
fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries is reflected in the horizontal levelling
.,u_. ..Eu 1439 line in figure 1. Although towns competed increasingly within
EEE__“_E_ valli, the regional market was fragmented under the impact of
the civil war. The slowly rising slope of the rank-size distribution during
the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries reflects increasing urban and
market integration. Messina and Palermo took on more specialized and

# Purely u._u_:.__m: HE...F:E:.M:._M of urban hierarchies are, of course, highly misleading if they are
isolated from their broader social context; it is, for example, impossible to infer from fgs. 1-3 alone
thar urban hicrarchics were less integrated before the Black Preath than after.

i Frormms Heaory Soomy Heel
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complementary metropolitan roles. Messina's traditional function as the
gateway between Sicilv, the southern mainland, and the eastern Mediterranean
was enhanced,” whereas Palermo drew increasing administrative, comner-
cial, and financial benefits from capital status.”® But despite considerable
growth afier 1450, Palermo never achieved regional primacy comparable to
ather capitals such as Naples, Pans or London, or indeed, as we shall see;
such as Florence, Palerma’s share of the population of the 10 largest Sicilian
cites, which was ¢.32 per cent in 1277 and had dropped to ¢.17 per cent
in 1464, was sull no more than 32 per cent in 1548.%

As figure 1 suggests, Sicily had achieved a high degree of markert
integration and territorial specialization already by 1500.%% One reason for
this lay in the weakness of urban jurisdictional privileges, particularly over
the rural hinterland, and the high degree of urban and rural competition
that this condition entailed. A second source of integration after the
Aragonese restoration in 1392-%8 was the royal policy of granting toll
reductions and market franchises to individual demesne towns, a policy that
by the mid fifteenth century had established an almost toll-free demesne.
Given the unusually large size of the roval demesne and gueen's benefice
(Camera reginale), which included more than half of the Sicilian population
and all the largest citics, the policy had considerable knock-on effects for
the island’s economy as a whole. Nonetheless, both potential institutional
sources of commercial integration (urban jurisdictional weakness and a
lowering of transaction costs in the demesne) came into effect after the
13905 only for two reasons: because the monarchy wished, for independent
reasons of policy, o curry favour with the demesne towns and to maintain
a degree of balance between them and the feudal aristocracy, and hecause
from the mid fourteenth century urban society had slowly gained in both
wealth and power a1 the expense of the feudal elite.””

In striking contras! to the rapidly shifting urban hierarchy of Sicily, the
same o Tuscan cities stayed the largest in the region up to the early
sixteenth century, Changes in urban ranking were few and decreased over
time. The only exception was the slow decline of Volterra and San
Gimignano, which had held fourth and eighth position ¢.1330 and sixth and
tenth in 1427, but were replaced by the first half of the sixteenth century
by Borgo San Sepolero and Pescia. Also by contrast with Palermo, Florentine
primacy increased steadily between the mid fourteenth century and the mid
sixteenth; the city's share of the top 10 cities’ population, already an
unusually high proportion (c.49 per cent) before the Black Death, rose to
53.1 per cent in 1427 and 1o 53.3 per cent in 1552.%°

The lack of significant changes in Tuseany's urban hierarchy, despite

** Epstein, filond for jelf, ch. 5.

# Conditions in late medieval Sicily are somewhat reminiscent of late sixieenth-century Brabant, with
Palermo analogous o Antwerp as the political capital and Messing resembling Bruges a5 the main centre
of trade {Hohenberg and Lees, "Urban dechine’),

7 For Sicilian population figures sce Beloch, Beselberungsgerchichic Haliens, pp. g6-161; Epstem,
Telend for qmself, ch, 2.

M 1bid., chs. 1, 5.

o Thid., ch, 7.

M Ganatempo and Sando, Jiaha delle citk, pp. 258463,

2 Eivnormy Hiiey Yooty 1051
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population lesses of more than 60 per cent between 1348 and 1410203
suggests that neither the social and demographic cosis, nor the growth of
the Florentine territorial state, did much to change the way resources Were
distributed within the region, except by allocating an even larger share 1o
the capital itself. ™ Florence's territorial hegemony was largely achieved
through discriminatory {(albeit ad boc and unsystematic) fiscal and economic
policies towards subject 1owns and the Tuscan countryside. *?

As a result of these palicies, both T uscany's population and its rate of
urbanization™ ook several centuries to recover from the fourteenth-century
demographic slump; when the population began to rise again after the mid
fifteenth century it did so more slowly than in most other Italian regions,
suggesting that Tuscany was suffering relative economic decline. Florentine
lordship may also have done more o hinder than to promote a more
integrated and competitive regional economy. *® Territorial expansion occurred
at first through addition rather than integration. Despite attempts in the
late fourteenth and early fificenth centuries to conselidate and stabilize its
territorial administration,™ Florence seems to have done little w0 modify
traditional imbalances berween subject towns and their territories, to reduce
the many barriers to trade berween different contadi,*” or to weaken the
industrial and commercial monopolies of subject towns aver their hinterlands
except where they conflicted with the short-term requirements of the capital’s
elite. The Florentine oligarchy appears to have pursued regional integration
insofar as it benefited the city itself » Without significantly transforming the
cluster of largely self-contained markets that existed before the annexation
of other city states.*® The lack of competitive integration between subject
Tuscan towns after ¢.1400 is reflected in the S-shaped urban distribution
around an increasingly flat centre represented in figure 2.

Patterns of urbanization in late medieval Lombardy lie somewhere in

*t Pinte, Towana, pp. 68, 77.

¥ Contrast e.g, Webh, “Penitence and peacemaking’, p. 253 (on Florences hald on regional grain
supplies c.1599) and Fiumi, ‘Rappomi economic’, p. 50 (on Flogentine grain supgplies in subpect
teeritories after the Black Death), with Pinta, Libre del Biadaiolo, pp. Ti-1ob and Tangheropi, *Di
aleuni sccordi® {on Florence's dependence on krain supplies from outside its consade before 13450,

** Epstein, 'Cities’, pp. 1920, 31-3, 36427 1 & above. Florentine artitudes towards their subjects
were formulated with characteristc starkness by Machiavelli, wha argued that Areeza’s rebellion of
1502 was to have been punished by razing the city 10 the ground; this would have enhaneed Florenee's
political and osilitary secusity and reputation and provided it with adequate food supplies: Diwears,
bk. 11, ch. 23

* Ginatempo and Sandsi, fralip dells cing, PP. 10015,

** Epstein, 'Citizs, pp. 43-7.

* Regional marker integration before the Biack Deatls seems 1o have been rather weak: jbid., p.oal

* Chittolind, Formazione, p. 293,

" lbid., pp. 292-5: Fasano Guarini, “Sraue’s Guidi, Governo della cid-repubblica, m; Zorzi, "‘Suaro
territoriate’. These policies were set in motion by the fears of economic and teeroral biockade aroused
by the anti-papal war of the Eight Saints 1375-8} and by the ensuing upheaval on the halian palitical
seenel Tresler, Spiritual power, pp. 1o1-8; Brucker, Cive world, pp. 102-25.

¥ Fasano Guariai, 'Cird saggete’, po 16; Diax, ‘Aricolazione’,

* Epstein, "Cittes’, pp. 31-3: Hohenberg and Lees, ‘Urban decline', p. 455 identifies a similar pattern
in sevemeenth-century. Castile. The fiscal snd legal support granted by Florence for a type of
sharecrupping contract (meszads poderale), which suned to maximize the landiord and tenant's
agricultural sell-sufficiency rather than the production of surpluses for the marker, may have also
reduged incentives for rural innovarion: Epswein, "Ciriea’, p. 39; Avmard, "Transizione', p. 1157 For o
contemporary statement to this effect see Alberi, Libr dello Samyglue, pp. 237-4% (written in 1432-4)

iy Evpworss Hutee Soaey 1595

ECONOMY AND INSTITUTIONS IN LATE MEDIEVAL ITALY 461

| )
Ry

ey,
1L
Y
Wil .
b
1l 4
R
&
Kl \
&
i .
1l |
! \
BT _,__r —— =, | HEL30
h 4 e LE
e
|
20
2
= 104
5 ]
& Q4
=
w.
7
fi-
5 4
44

Pt

T S P e 1) f
| 2 3 4 5 6 FE R
Rank
Figure 2. Urban rank-sizé disiribution in Tuscany, c.1jo0/133e, 1427, and
1552

Nate: the scale oo both axes 15 hganihene :
Saurcer! for 130030, see Ginnempa and Sandn, iz delie cintlty, g raby Ruacitee, Floemes, 1, pp. fgnoh; Herliby
and Elaplsch-Ziber, Towans, pp, 71-2; for 1427, dbid , p, 238; for 1552, Repotti, Dizumarse poogmafice; ¥, PP si6-775
Brown, Shadeav of Florence, p. 27,



462 8. R. EPSTEIN

between those in Sicily and Tuscany. Firstly, changes in the urban EnEH,E.
were more significant in Lombardy than in Tuscany. Between the early
fourteenth century and the mud fficenth, Brescia dropped from second 1o
sixth position behind Milan, Cremona, Piacenza, Parma, and Pavia, possibly
because of devasiation during the war that led to submission 1o Venice 1n
the 1420s. The most significant gain was made by Vigevano, which before
the Black Death had not figured among the top 10 regional cities; in fact,
Vigevano is one of the few cases of a late medieval north Ttalian town which
was successfully recognized as a new civitas (it was granted the title in
1530).*" Also by contrast with Tuscany, where all the largest 1o cities were
still far smaller ¢.1500 than in the 13305, in Lombardy, Brescia, Piacenza,
Lodi, Vigevano, and possibly Crema were actually larger by the late fifteenth
century than before 1348, suggesting significant net econamic growth, *

Late medieval Lombardy differed further from Tuscany in the relative
strength of the capital. Before 1348, Milan’s importance in relation to central
and western Lombardy (including Bergamo, Brescia, and Crema, which
came under Venetian rule in the 1420s) was already somewhat weaker than
that of Florence. Milan’s position changed very little in the century after
the Black Death, but between the mid fifteenth century and the mid
sixteenth it declined, so that Milan’s share of Lombardy’s urban population
was less than half of Florence’s share of Tuscany’s. Whereas in the early
fourteenth century and the second half of the fifteenth, Milan accounted
for ¢.35 per cent of the population of the largest 10 cimes, by 1540-50
Milan’s share had dropped to 26 per cenr*® Although the Italian wars
(1494-1559), the duchy’s loss of Parma and Piacenza in 1 512, and the great
epidemics of 1527-9 may have something 1o do with these changes, Milan’s
relfative decline after 1500 did mor coincide with an overall slump in
Lombardy’s rate of urbanization or in its ‘urban potential”.* The increasing
approximation of the larger Lombard cities to a straight, loglinear distribution
(see figure 3) suggests instead that Milan’s decline was the result of increased
regional integration and of the rise of competing urban centres.**

This polycentric and pluralistic urban svstem*® was partly the outcome
of territorial consolidation by the Viscont and later by the Sforza. Two
aspects of their policy had particularly far-reaching effects. Their propensity
as territonial lords to respond to a wide spectrum of subjects’ interests, rather
than identfy with those of 2 single group or institution (for instance, a
dominant city state), ensured a degree of representatonal and economic

. Chittelini, *"Chaasi-citd™, pp. 20-1; Vigeoans el end tiscamico-sfornenia.

* Ginaterpo and Sandri, falia delie cind, PP 739 250-1.

*' Milan's share cises 10 46 per cent if one excludes Brescia, Pacenza, Bergamo, Parma, and Crema,
which were no longer pan of the duchy of Milan, It is suggested, however (helow, n. 453, that these
cities remained part of the Milanese econemic region despite being politically deétached, and that they
therefore should be included in the region's urban hierarchy.

* de Vries, Ewrapean wrbanizanion, pp. 16o-2,

% The shape of the midsixteenth-century Lombard srban hierarchy changes if one excludes Brescia,
Bergamua, Crema, Parma, and Placenzs, which by 1550 fin longer belonged o the duchy of Milan,
However, these cities scem siill o hiave gravitted cconomically towards Milan more than rowards other
metropolitan centres such as Venice, 1o which Bergama, Bressia, and Crema were by then politically
subject. See Epstein, ‘Manifature tessill’, po 6 n. 147 Ventura, Nobiltd ¢ popolo, p. 182

¥ Ginatempa and Sandr, Fadia délle cind, pp. 198y, 214-5.
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pluralistn that was lacking in Tuscany. Furthermore, from the carly
?:2,.:...::_ century the future dukes followed a long-term fiscal strategy
that wimed 10 promote Lombard cross-regional trade through commercia
agreements with neighbouring states, a more unified regional toll system
and a network of navigable waterways. " By the carly decades of the mm_nnm:w
century the Visconu had probably gained full authority to establish new
markets and fairs and to set road tolls in their domain;®® the Sforza followed
their lead after 1450."® Notably, both policies were the outcome of the
lords’ quite considerable political weakness: they were unable 10 establish
full jurisdictional sovereignty over the Lombard cities® and behave like the
autocratic and absolutist princes of historical myth.

The Visconti and Sforza promoted institutional pluralism and weakened
urban jurisdictions by establishing local seigneurial support and by rewarding
the loyalty of mercenary leaders (condotrien) with feudal holdings.® During
m_u.w fifteenth century, the dukes also increasingly pranted or confirmed
Hﬁmnﬂnnnn:_ territorial status, franchiscs, and ‘liberties’ from urban jursdic-
tion mo__ﬂmmﬂ communities situated mostly at the mountainous and militarily
strategic periphery of the state. At the same time, they were careful to
ensure that grants of territorial franchise did not include market and excise
nm__.:m.a__ Devolution of local power seems therefore 1o have gone hand in
hand with a reduction of institutional barriers to regional trade.®

The reasons for rural reguests for independence were most clearly
expressed in dozens of agreements drawn up between Francesco Sforza and
local communities between the summer of 1447 and the carly 14505, as the
condotriere established authority over the duchy. The communities’ requests
deliberately autacked the privileges which the regional state sull granted
urban centres and their citizens.”™ The most frequent demands invoked
freedom of trade, including the right to hold markets and fairs against
urban opposition, and independence from the city’s fiscal and administratve
control. Rural petitions put forward an inherently revolutionary model of
the territorial state. The cities viewed the new state as a simple aggregate
of large, compact, and independent urban provinces, in which the communes’
political, jurisdictional, fiscal, and commercial privileges over their contadi
sﬁcE_ remain in place, The smaller wowns, by contrast, had in mind a more
pluralistic framework, in which a federation of smaller, autonomous centres
established direct and independent relations with the sovereign.®® Indeed,
this republican model was not restricted to the small wowns. The Milanese

*T Moto, ed., Liber deni; Ugolini, ‘Formazione', pp. zo1-8,

** Mirs, Fuere lombarde; idem, "Organizrazione fienstica’,

H..._.E.E:_... ‘Rapports’; Fellenbenz, 'Oberdeutschland und Mailand™.

" Bueno de Mesgquita, 'Sforza prince’; Black, ‘Limits of ducal authority’; Massetto, ‘Foati del
..._hﬂzc._r.mﬁan_ Srorchi, ‘Susmun visconted®; sdem, ‘Statuto quattrocenteseo’; fdem, “Aspetti generali’;
._.__EEH.T ‘Dl comune allo stito regionale’, pp. 703-6.

“. Chitelini, Formazione, pp. 36-100; Bueno de Mesquita, "Ludovico Sforaa’,

4 ﬁ?:a_ir ‘Groverno ducale’; sdem, “Terre separate’; idem, "Legislazione statutaria®,

M Bogrenti, “Stona’, pp. 267-8; Mira, Fiere lonbarde, po 114; Chinelini, Formasiose, pp. 4548, 650

qﬂ.mnn Mira, 'Alcuni asperti’ for the Gfteenth-century grain trade; comtra Vivanti, *Sroria politica e
sociale’, p. 302,

** Chintaling, ‘Capitalt’, pp. 677-2

* Ibid., pp. 6B, 6gi-2.
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elite, which correctly did not perceive of itself as 2 dominant force within
the duchy, scems also to have aspired 1o a form of *Swiss’, independent
republican status within a wider regional federation, first during the short-
lived Ambrosian Republic in the 144os, and again during the wars over
Lombardy between France and Spain in the early sixteenth century.”

Both the political and the fiscal aspects of ducal policy promoted
competition® and weakened the cities’ control over the hinterland. They
help to explain why Milan did not emerge as a monopolistic regional capital
like Florence. While capital status may have increased Milan’s dominance
over regional trade toutes,” attempis to extend commercial or guild
monopolies outside the city's immediate jurisdiction were inconclusive. ™
Further competition and markets were provided by metropolises such as
Venice and Genoa, and by large cities such as Brescia and Bergamo (from
the early fiftcenth century) and Piascenza and Parma (from the early
sixteenth), which came within Milan’s range of economic influence but
remained politically independent.®' They also weakened traditional economic
barriers between individual members of the territorial state.

Milan's limited political and economic powers appear to have benefited
the economy of Lombardy more than Florence’s political and institutional
privileges did the economy of Tuscany. This point also seems borne out by
the lack of serious anti-Milanese conflict,® compared with often extreme
cases of resistance or opposition to Florentine authority (the dispersion of
the commercial elite of Pisa after Florentine conguest in 1406;" Volterra's
revolts in 1429, 1471, and 1501;% Pisa’s rebellion of 1494-1509: or Arezzo's
uprising of 1502%). Tuscan centralization ensured political and institutional
continuity, at the cost of social and economic fragmentation and the
alienation of subjects; Lombardy’s greater political pluralism may have
caused urban disaffection towards their lords and lost the state to French
and later Spanish rule, but it also promoted more balanced relations between
town, country, and the central state, and a better integrated and more
dvnamic regional economy,

¥ Jdem, ‘Aleuni sspetei®, p. i3; see Brady, Turming Swis. See alse Bueno de Mesquita, ‘Ludavico
Sforza', p. 214 on the Lombard 1owns’ “widespread sentiment of political ftalism” in 1500. By contrasl,
past explanations of the Sforsas” palitical difficulties at the tirn of the sixteenth century have emphasized
the allegedly excessive power of an independent feudal class: ibid., p. 203, with references,

 Bee Boveda, “Boschi’, pp. 1028-g for @ ducal peaject of the 14605 to build a canal for transporting
timber to Pavia and Milan from the ermitory of Placenza, despite the later’s epposition.

** Ugolini, ‘Formazione’, pp. 204-5-

0 Epstein, ‘Manifatture tessili’y pp. 16-9. Milan's monopseny over its hinterland's graist supplies may
alsa have weakened in this period; Mira, "Alcuni aspesti’.

S Upelind, *Formezone’, pp. 204-5.

& Plitical instability in late medieval Lombardy stemmed from the difficulry of binding together
subiject cities and formerly autenomous teeritories (Chimeling, 'Aloun aspetti’), rather than from the
oppression by one ity of many (see k- Fossard, 'Problema di steria’, for Vigevano's rebellion of 1499).

o4 Petratia, " “Crisi™”

“ Prucker, Civee werld, pp, 494-5, 505; Fiumi, fmpresa; Fubini, ed., Lirenze de” Madici, pp. 363-6,
547-53.

%5 [ wazati, Grerra di papaliy.

o Tfegratt, "Diarin®
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This last point takes us back to the initial suggestion, that regional
political institutions played a major role in establishing the division of laboyr
between town and country and in shaping long-term growth, The point can
be tested by comparing regional developments in one of the more advanced
and better documented medieval industries, cloth manufacture, This is
especially appropriate because production of low- and medium-quality cloth
seems 10 have expanded in much of western Europe after the Black Death.®

Until quite recently it was believed that cloth weaving in late medieval
Sicily was underdeveloped, and that large quantities of woollen cloth had
to be imported to meet local demand. A closer look, however, has revealed
that a number of manufactures of woollen, cotton, fustian, and linen cloth
did in fact develop in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in response
1o rising domestic demand. At least a dozen distinctive cotton manufactures
have been identified. By the fifteenth century, fustian manufactures were
well established and their products even exported abroad. The weaving of
linen and hemp cloth is not as well reported, but specialized industries also
appear. By contrast, despite the growth of some low- and medium-quality
woollen industries, attempts to establish high-quality production were on
the whole unsuceessful 5

Although we know very little about how the cloth was manufactured,
including the degree of urban specialization and the extent of rural putting
out, it is quite clear that conditions of supply were rather unusual. The
lack of evidence for cloth guilds is particularly striking, although there are
a number of factors that can explain it. Sicily lacked an important institutional
basis for urban guilds, namely strong urban territorial control; the relatively
high degree of market competition may have also restricted gains accruing
to corporations. In pre-industrial Europe, easily mastered crafts with local
and regional outlets such as the manufacture of linen or cheap, unstandardized
wool usually lacked guild structures, and these were precisely the industries
most commonly found in late medieval Sicily. In addition, Sicilian urban
soctety before the 14305 seems 1o have been remarkably unstructured and
informal. This informality, expressed, for ecxample, in the weakness of
cognatic descent groups and of extra-familial ties of neighbourhood and
fraternity, was accentuated by high rates of individual mobility and must
have lessened both opportunities and demand to establish corporate bonds
of solidarity.®® All of this ensured that cloth weaving developed where
production costs were lowest; there is no evidence of urban corporate
monopolies over raw materials or labour.

Since research on Tuscan cloth manufacturing has concentrated on the
high-quality Florentine woollen industry, our view of broader regional
developments is sull rather hazy. Nonetheless, two general pallerns cmerge
from the available evidence. First, during the fourteenth century formerly

" Epstein, "Texiile indusiry’, pp. 1484,
2 Thid.; walem, fslind for iielf, pp. tog-n
* Ibid., pp. 3149-52.
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independent rural producers came under increasing urban corporate control, ™
Second, the transition, between the late 13805 and the mid 14308, of the
Florentine state from a form of regional protectorate 1o more direct territorial
rule,” enabled the Florentine wool guild to establish a regional monopoly
over production of higher-quality woollens for expori. This forced subject
towns to re-orient their woollen industries towards the lower-quality regional
market.” Wool manufacture may have expanded in Pescia, but only because
Florence granted it fiscal and commercial privileges that set it apart from
other urban centres; this very success upholds the view that Florence was
capable of exertng discretionary powers to sustain or sufle regional
competitors.”?

In terms of industrial development, therefore, the rise of the territorial
state seems to have strengthened urban corporate hold over the countryside
and Florentine domination over the region. This was the result partly of
the exploitative nature of town-country relations in Tuscany before Florentine
conquest, and partly of the method of conquest, by which independent city
states were added without seriously challenging the existing balance of
authority between town and country in the provinces. General rural
impoverishment after the mid fourteenth century because of oppressive
fiscal policies and tenurial arrangements such as sharecropping encouraged
by the towns™ may have also restricted lower- and middle-class demand for
cloth and further compressed opportunites for domestic growth.™ There 15
on the other hand also evidence suggesting that cheaper woollen,™ linen,’
and possibly fustian™ weaving expanded in the late fourteenth and early
fifteenth century.

By contrast there is little doubt that late fourteenth- and fifteenth-century
Lombardy experienced a strong growth of manufacturing across the entire

*® Kotel'nikova, 'Produzione’, pp. 221-3; Heriby, Pia, p. 150,

7t See the recent overview by For, “S1ato rersitoraale’,

" Pochlmann, Wenschafispalinik, pp. 75-6, 78: Doren, Ara fisrentine, 1, pp. 172-3; Melis, ‘Sguardo’,
PR- 135<T: wdem, ‘Pistoia’, pp. 166, 168; tdem, "Momenti', p. 194; Tangherond, “Sistema economicn’,
pp. 584, Brown, 'Economit “decline”, p. 105. It has recently been suggested that the woal Industry
in Prato, which was previously believed fo have been exempred from Florentine monopaly (Epsteis,
"Cities’, p. 42), also conrructed during the fifteenth century under commercial pressure fram the capital:
Cassandro, 'Commercid, manifatere ¢ industeia®, pp. 418, 437-5.

" Epatein, "Cities”, p. g2; Pochlmann, Winschaftpelik, pp. 103-9, 150, Like other export-bed wool
manufaciures of the time (Munro,‘Industrial transformations’, pp. 130-3), the Florentine Aree delly lona
seems 1 have responded to declining foreign market share after the Black Death by raising quality and
differentiating its owrpun, While dwindling foreign markets and rising economies of scale in the contex:
of a growing regionnl market must have increased the competition between Tuscan wool manufacturers
and have contributed to industrial retionalization within the region, it would still appear that the
Florentines' long-lasting industrial hegemony was achicved primarily by passing discriminatory legislation
twhich included monopolizing imports of high-guality woel after conguering the main Tuscan paort,
Pisa, in 1408) againsr regional rivale,

v Herlihy, "Santa Maria Impruncia’; Mazs and Ravegg, Dlemine ¢ cose; Kotel'nikova, '"Tendenze
progressive’; Con, Cutartl agran, p. 7% dem, Impoisa direria, po 28; Fasano Guani, 'Cir soggerte’,
pp- 48-54.

™ Herlihy, *Distribution of wealth’, p, 143,

™ Brown, Skedio of Florence, pp. tog-5, ta7-8; de la Roncitre, Florence, 11, pp. Boo-1,

" Dxren, Arn fiorennine, A, pp. 92 0. 1,941 1, %6 0. 1, Flux cultivation expunded in the neighbouring
tersitories of Siena and Lucen (Cherubini, ‘Campagne italiane’, p. 184 0. 33 Hicks, Sources of wealth™),

™ Mazzsoun, furban comen indusry, P 148
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range of linen, fustian, and woollen cloth.™ There, the critical role played
by fnstinartonal factors in shaping the new manufactures is even clearer than
for Sicily. In partcular, lower ‘rural’ production costs were neither necessary
nor sufficient prerequisites for industnal success, Cloth making did nor
spread invanably to ‘marginal’, upland or pastoral regions, as most theories
of the ‘ruralization’ of manufacture or of proto-industry predict. Although
nearly every Lombard city had a linen industry of its own, for example,
specialized ‘rural’ manufactures did not develop haphazardly or even where
flax was in good supply. Whether in ‘town’ or ‘country’, the growth of
linen weaving was checked wherever a strong urban fustian industry was
already present. Strong linen manufactures failed to develop in the cities
and contadi of Milan, Cremona, Piacenza, Brescia, and Bergamo for lack of
the necessary support to compete with longer established fustian industries,
whose powerful commercial and political backing had been enshrined already
by the mid thirteenth century in monopolies over flax and spun thread in
the urban hinterland. These urban monopolies were confirmed and extended
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in response to rising competition
on the regional flax and labour markets by lesser linen manufactures and,
increasingly, by fustian industries which emerged in sizeable towns such as
Leceo, Vigevano, Melegnano, Busto Arsizio, and Riviera del Garda. Those
defensive measures, however, were never entirely successful. In fact,
Lombard competition at the lower end of the market contributed, together
with central European, Piedmontese, and Ligurian competition in the higher-
quality ranges, to the slow decline of the grear fustian industries of Milan
and Cremona after the 1380s.%°

Lesser Lombard cloth manufacturing developed in spite of the citdes’
stubborn and occasionally violent resistance thanks to the jurisdictional
autonomies, franchises, and immunities from urban authority described
above. Yet even jurisdictional freedoms were no guarantee of industrial
success. For example, no fustian industries emerged off the main trading
routes and away from the larger urban markets (such as the more outlying
provinces of Novara, Bergamo, and Brescia), despite the presence in those
areas of many autonomous communities and of large supplies of cheap rural
labour. The reason seems to have been the near monopoly over cotton
imports of the larger Lombard cities.

Similar growth patterns can be found in wool manufacture. New industries
prospered in areas free of urban interference, which in this case included
Lombardy’s more peripheral areas that had easy access to local wool and
fast-running streams. Village manufactures expanded despite the hostility
of urban wool guilds, which tried to subordinate or destroy rural competitors
by stipulating compulsory corporate membership, by regulating access 1o
the better qualities of wool and dyeing materials, or by controlling retail
markets. While the best known success storv is that of Vigevano, whose
woollen industry propelled it to urban ranking in the early fifteenth century

™ Epstein, ‘Manifatture tessili o
** Mazzaoui, Cotton industry’, pp. 283-6; adem, frafur cotton rdurtry, pp. 139, 144-6, 1565 Frangloni,
"Merci di Lombardia’, pp. 6y, 67, Heers, Génes, p. 220: Mainons, "Attivith mercantile’, p. 577.
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and 10 full urban status a century later, woollen industries in the towns and
valleys of Torno, Lecco, Cannobio, Varese, Canti, and Madrera also
achieved comparable rates ol growth,

S0, although Lombard cities usually succeeded in guashing industrial
rivals within their own jurisdiction, they were unable to withstand competition
from the increasing number of independent communities within the region.
In the long run, of course, urhan industries stood o gain nearly as much
as their lesser rivals from weaker local monopolies and a less fragmented
territorial market. For protectionism was a double-edged sword, which
preserved markets in the immediate hinterland but foreclosed those in
neighbouring Lombard towns. Both points emerge from the repeal in 1457
by Duke Francesco Sforza of a decree of 1454 forbidding imports to Milan
of wool cloth made elsewhere in the duchy. The reason for the repeal was
that other Lombard cities were demanding similar bans in their own
territories, and also that the 1454 import ban was proving unable o stop
inflows to Milan of cheaper cloth from lesser towns such as Vigevano.®
Rather than enforcing a stricter ban on the latter, however, as urban
producers demanded, the duke decided that the cheaper woollens should
be marked so they could be easily recognized by buyers. This was a
characteristic attempt to avoid the zero-sum outcome of urban protectionism
and to reconcile all politically significant interests, which by the mid fifteenth
century included those of the many ‘separate’ or autonomous communities
and ‘guasi-cities’” on whose support the duke relied.®

I11

This article has pursued two parallel and distinet themes. First, we have
seen the extent to which the size and contribution 1o economic development
of late medieval towns depended upon their place in a regional political
order. Late medieval regions were defined as much by institutional constraints
on trade as by location and natural endowments, and those constraints
played a critical part in the growth of urban hicrarchies after the Black
Death. The more integrated urban hierarchies of early sixteenth-century
Europe identified by de Vries** did not emerge spontaneously from the late
medieval social and economic ‘crisis’ and from a generalized trend towards
larger, more structured polities. Rather, those hierarchies, and the regional
cconomies that they reflect, were shaped by the changing balance of authority
between town and country, between towns and the state, and between the
towns themselves,

Secondly, it is evident that social and political conflict had important
static and dynamic consequences for market structures and the economy as
a whole. Regional patterns of political authority help to explain ‘variation
in the institutionalization of marketing systems™; in turn, the evolution of
market structures played a critical role for long-term economic growth. 1

* Barhiers, Eeonowna ¢ polivea, pp. 130-2; Epstein, “Manifasture reasli’, p.oEg.
B Chiralimg, *“Ouadicrra'™ .

"I de Vries, Kuropean lrbanization, pp. 253-7-

M Smith, "Regional sconcmic systems’, p. 51 (my italics).
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have suggested that the increased appreximeztion of Sicilian and Lombard
hierarchies to rank-size rule durmg the fifteenth century reflects rising
economic integration; this process was promoted and sustained by the way
the emerging territorial state challenged and redefined former relations of
authority between town and countryside and between the towns themselves.
In Sicily, the Catalan-Aragonese political restoration of the 1390s nipped in
the bud the growth of urban territorial jurisdictions, and promoted trade
in the roval demesne through toll reductions. Although the monarchy had
little influence over transaction costs in lauds under feudal authority, which
were in a sense institutionally independent markets, the size and economic
weight of the royal demesne helped to weaxen barriers to trade in feudal
territory. In Lombardy, the Visconti and Sforza were willing to support
‘rural’ claims of independence from communal jurisdiction, while guarding
and expanding their rights of excise throughout the region. In both Sicily
and Lombardy the creation of a more integrated regional economy undermined
metropolitan primacy, despite the increasing fiscal and administrative
resources that went to Palermo, Messina, and Milan. Florence, by contrast,
seems to have deployed increased territorial powers to tighten its grip on
the Tuscan economy and strengthen its primacy.” To quote the Florentine
chancellor, Leonardo Bruni, at the turn of the fifteenth century, ‘the city
itself stands in the center, like a guardian and lord, while the towns surround
Florence on the periphery, each in its own place’.* In theory, this political
and economic centralization need not have retarded regional development—
but as Florence did not seriously weaken the traditional held of subject
communes over their hinterland, regicnal integration and specialization
progressed more slowly than elsewhere, and the Tuscan economy was
permanently scarred.®

These examples of how pre-industrial urban hierarchies could differ over
space and time also raise some broader points for debate. Wrigley has
recently suggested that urban hierarchies in carly modern Europe possessed
a ‘striking regular shape’, which reflecred the ‘stability of urban need,
translated through market mechanisms into patterns of dernand’.®* The
Italian material raises the questicn whether, as seems implicit in Wrigley's
argument, deviations from the rank-size rule reflect a lack of markets or an
‘incomplete or degenerate stage of urbanization’.* Perhaps instead they
reflect the fact that, as socially bounded and historical institutions, pre-
industrial markets were more complex and varied than is usually envisaged.
The evidence mustered here suggests that we can help to explain long-term
differences in regional economic growth by recognizing the historical
complexity and path dependence of market structures.

This recognition provides a powerful tool for comparative analysis, and

¥ See by contrast Muth, ‘Urban congentration’, pp. 61890 ‘i independent stares with limited
territarial spans of control—as in premedern Germany and Ialy—primacy was nonexistent’,

™ Bruni, 'Panegyric’, po 144 (0. 1403-4).

W Mote Tuwever that market ‘imperfections” as expressed by sion-rank-size distributions are not neesssanly
incompatible with long-term socil and economic development (Hobenberg. and Lees, Making af wrbam
Europe, pp. 3489 Smith, ‘City-size distributions’, pp. 35-0; de Vries, Hrapean wrbanizenar, Pp- g2-3]

" Wrrigley, 'City and country’, p. 110; this suggestion is qualified on p. 101,
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also dispels the teleological presumption that, historically, markets have
followed a straight and narrow path towards increasingly efficient, neo-
classical forms. For example, patterns of change in late medieval Tuscany,
where Florence increased its regional primacy and retarded regional
integration, and in late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Lombardy, where
Milan's primacy also increased despite a general decline in the region's rate
of urbanization,” show that market integration can be halted or even
reversed for non-economic reasons,

What, in this context, can we conclude about current debates on ‘town’
and ‘country’? Recently there have been increasing calls to abandon the
dichotomy of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’, on the grounds that the terms of contrast
are individually so diverse,” or have such strong reciprocal connections,”
that they overshadow rather than illuminate the past. Some take the
argument a step further, and suggest that ‘town’ and ‘country’ as such stand
in no logical contrast, but are simply the inevitable outcome of a spontancous
process of functional specialization. Although developments in late medieval
Ttaly support the first point, they also clearly disprove the reductionism of
the second. The characteristically ambiguous guotation from Marx (taken
from a discussion of the social division of labour and used as epigraph to
this article) reminds us of the role of social institutions in defining the division
of labour between ‘town’ and ‘country’ and in establishing the conditions
and modalities of exchange.

The suggestion, however, that the division of labour berween town and
country was due to social and political rather than ‘spontaneous’ €CONOMIC
processes, and the argument (as has been presented implicitly here) that
many medieval towns practised ‘surplus extraction by means of extra-
economic compulsion’,” should not be taken to mean that urban jurisdictional
powers invariably stifled economic growth. Late medieval Lombard ‘rural’
cloth manufactures were successful because the traditional economic, pelitical,
and jurisdictional authority of city states could be challenged by communities
exerting similar, albeit territorially far more restricted, powers of coercion
over the countrvside. It is also well recognized that ‘rural’ manufactures
required ‘urban’ resources (capital, marketing networks, and information;
sometimes even urban artisans) to expand.® In a region such as late medieval
Lombardy where communal institutions remained strong, the ‘country's’
only chanee of breaking free of the urban mould was to adopt as far as
possible the jurisdictional prerogatives of a ‘town’. In a region such as late
medieval Sicily, on the other hand, this strategy was unnecessary, because
the institutional distinction between ‘town’ and ‘country’ was of primarily
symbolic rather than practical significance.

My discussion of the role of politics in the development of late medieval
towns also contrasts with some recent interpretations of European state

“ Hohenberg and Lees, 'Urban dechine’, pp. 443-6.

*! Lanpron and Happe, Toum and counmy, gp- 36, 1%; Abrams, “Towns and economic growth'

¥ Gnicot, "Villes ol campagnies’.

1 Epstein, ‘Cities', pp: 14-5. See also Hibbert, 'Economic policy’, pp. 197-8; Merrington, “Town
und country',

* Hohenberg and Lees, 'Urhan decline’, pp- 449-30.
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formation, which draw a stark dichotomy between ‘cities’ and ‘States’
between ‘capital’ and ‘cocrcion’ that the wwo allegedly embody, on :Hm
assumption that they pursued fundamentally conflicting goals. mﬁmnEnm:w_.
it is suggested that late medieval and carly modern cities tended to resist,
rather than promote, the expansion of state power.” ,

This view underestimates the degree to which the economic powers of
cities were a function of their poliical authority. Cities exerted political
{often including territorial) powers which were parallel to, rather than
subordinate to, commercial interests. To reify ‘capital’ and ‘coercion® as
stark alternatives seems to misrepresent the extent to which urban elites
pursued political and jurisdictional as well as economic goals in their relations
with territorial lords.”™ Whether urban elites favoured one at the expense
of the other depended on their assessment of relative costs and opportunities,
rather than on some postulated hostility towards territorial expansion; on
the other hand, urban enmity of higher political authority was rooted in
the real and usually well justified fear of losing existing rights and
prerogatives, including territorial jurisdiction, rather than in ill-defined
‘capitalist’ opposition to state power, ™’

If we wish, therefore, to assess how far cities stood 1o ‘gain’ or o ‘lose’
from the growth of more powerful states, it seems that we must consider
political as much as economic factors.”® Town-country relations helped set
the balance of political authonty within a state, and affected the extent to
which the state was willing to promote, restrict, or compromise with, the
prerogatives of subject towns. In fifteenth-century Sicily the cities, which
were formally under royal control and had weak rural jurisdictions, had
everything to gain by allying with the monarchy against the feudal aristocracy
and by promoting state finances and bureaucracy.”® Once Florence had
subdued rival Tuscan cities, by contrast, it was able to dominate the region
unchecked, for no strong, non-urban authority had survived the Tuscan
communes’ earlier territorial expansion.'™ Florence had lintle need to
compromise with its subjects and grant them greater political or cconomic
rights; its main reason for weakening the hold of subject cities over their

*Tilly, Coereiom, capiial; Blockans, “Stadt, Begion und Staar’; idem, 'Princes conquérants’; idem,
‘Voraciows siates",

g 1 See for example Nicholas, Toun and sounemeride; sdem, “Economic reorientation’; Brady, Turming
LT

" .usn.m we gssume that urban economic and political (including rereitorial) aggrandizement was nor
i contradiciion in (erms, the anomaly of north-central [alisn ¢ities—the only ones in medizval Burope
ta establish motu propric independent city states and territoral states—becomes an example of 3 mare
general pattern, in which the ‘coercive’ aspirations inherent o medieval towns were able 10 develop
further than elsewhiere in western Europe for lack of effective superior or competing territorial pawers
(Chirwolind, ‘Cities, “city-states” '), These unusually favourable apparnunitics for “cocrcive’ urban growth
also explain why north-central Twlisn political powers 'did not expesiment a1 all successfully: with forms
of economnic organization that were distiner from political forms. Their means of pursuing comsmercial
objectives, food supply, or the conmol of production were criented chizlly to political congquest and
subjugation of the territory” (ibid., p. 695),

** Idem, Citth europea’. This suggesis that the debate on late medicval English towns, which has
focused mainly on econamic factors (Dyver, Decline and growhy, could also gain by teking u closer look
ar changes in the political role of towns (see ibid., pp. 35-6, 481

" Epstein, Frland for suelf, ch, 5. :

190 Fdemn, 'Cities?, p.37.
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contadi scems to have been to establish a more centralized, metropolitan
admimistration rather than to promote rural autonomy for its own sake, '™
Communai rule in Lombardy was far less effective than in Tuscany in
submerging rival territorial bodies. When the time came, this *backwardness’
produced a politically more pluralistic territorial state lacking overwhelming
urban prerogatives, helped o promote aggregate economic growth, and
undermined Milan’s hegemony over the urban sector as a whole. While the
strength of the Tuscan communes became under Florentne rule a source
of relative economic stagnation or decline, the imiial greater weakness of
Lombard cines had become by the late fiftcenth century a considerable
point of strength.
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