CITIES, REGIONS AND THE LATE
MEDIEVAL CRISIS: SICILY AND
TUSCANY COMPARED®

The most significant achievement of the so-called “Brenner debate”
isarguably Robert Brenner's sophistcated restatement of the Marxast
theory that the late medieval economic and social crisis laid the
ground for the transition to capnalist forms of production.” Central
to his argument is that institutional constraints on class conflict
explain the different putcomes of similar phenomena of demographic
collupse. To make his point, Brenner contrasts very large social and
demographic aggregates: England against France, western againsi
eastern Europe.

Both Brenner and his critics are, however, silent concerning two
questions which must be answered before a satisfactory explanation
of the late medieval crisis can be given. The first question concerns
economic development. Throughout the debate the economy is treat-
ed as a “black box™, Bremner's concern is to show that capitalist
property rights over the land could evolve given certain institutional
conditions, present notably in England. He does net discuss, how-
ever, the actual dvnamies of this process of ransformation and social
differentiation. which must have occurred as the result of unequal
access not pnly o institutional power, but also 1o means of preduction
and 1o markets. Brenner addresses the main issue for the economic
history of this period — did “stagnation’', “expansion’ or something
altogether different occur? — only briefly and inconclusively. and he
comes close to providing a purely epidemiological explanation for the
“lag of at least 4 century™ before “a new demo-cconomic upsurge”
wok place.” Furthermore, by contrasting very large geographical
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aggregates, Brenner allows little scope for analvsing social and econ-
omic chuange at a lower level of generalization,

The secand important question which the “Brenner debate” fails
1o address is the role of cities, and maore generally trade, in the
crisis. The function of urban commercial capital and of trade and
consumption in the transition to capitalism is a notoriously treacher-
ous issue for Marxists, who have tended to skirt it by arguing that
basic social and productive relations in medieval society were defined
through access to land, and that towns were economically subordinate
because they depended on the surplus which lords could extract from
the peasantry.” Tt is perhaps no coincidence that Marxists addressing
the problem of the crisis and the “ransition” to capitalism have
generally concentrated on the least urbanized dreas in medieval
Europe. The most notable absence from the debate is, of course,
central and northern Italy.

The purpose of this article is threefold. Section I offers a simple
model of the effects of the crisis on the late medieval economy. The
model integrates some conclusions drawn from the “Brenner debate™;
bur concentrates on the interaction and feedback berween demo-
graphic change. social relations and institutional forces at the regional
level. 1 argue that this was a period characterized on the whole by
intensive economic growth through regional specialization. although
the model can also account for relative regional decline or stagnation.

Secandly, | suggestwavs in which the traditional Marxist emphusis
on relations of production can be integrated and expanded by paving
greater attention to the question of distribution and markets and their
mmpact on economic growth, I do this by examining the role of urban
centres in the market structures and econemy of two hahan regions,
Tuscany and Sicily, during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
{Section 113, 1 compare, first, patterns of demographic decline and
growth, secondly, the nature and structure of urbanization and the
o Esont
with the fact that population begun recovering several decades carlier in France than
in England, where seigneurial and stale pressure seems to have been wesker, Sov
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papedation framgaise. 4 vols. (Pang, 1988), 1, pp. 371-3.
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influence of urban msututions on this; thiedly, market structures;
and fourthly. economic development and regiomal specializanon.
Tuscany is commonky regarded as one of the most urbanized and
developed regions in medieval Europe; Sicily, in contrast. is supposed
to have been transformed into a predominantly agriculiural and
stagnant economy by the late medieval crisis. [ argue thar this view is
incorrect, and suggest that during the lane Middle Ages the relative
economic strength of the two regions was contrary 1o received ppinion.
The third purpose of this article is thus to contribute to the current
debate on the origins and nyture of Dialy’s north/south divide,

The current historical orthodoxy, established by Michael Postan,
Wilhelm Abel and others.! is that the late Middle Ages — and
particular the fifteenth century — were a period ol economic stag-
nation or depression. Dissenting voices have been raised, but critics
have usually been concerned with quoting counter-examples of inno-
ation and growth rather than providing alternative general expla-
nations.”

The mamn “stagnationist”™ models are those developed by Postan
and . A, Miskimin, Both accept that the massive loss of population
caused by the Black Death and its aftermath favoured a reteear from
“marginal” land less sunted w staple crops.” However, Postan’s
further assumption, that peasants were subsisience-oriented and re-
sorted 1o trade only under compulsion, predicts thar peasants would
tend to desert areas unsuited 1o arable farming, settle on more fertile
land, but eschew apportunities for economie diversification. Postan
therefore argued that improved peasant conditions after the Black
Death led 1o a retreat of the burgeoning middle-ranking peasantry
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Ecanoney and Socicry: An Feoropse Hisrery of Brtain e Die Midddle Ages | Hacmonds-
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into subsistence: trade and markets were weakened by depopulaton,
He assumed that peasants (and to a lesser extent wage-labourers) did
not direct their rising incomes 10 increase consumption o1 to exploil
expanding economic opportunitics, bul were stuck in a cultural
framework of (irrational) subsistence with unchanging consumption
preferences.”

Miskimin seems 10 assume a form of peasant irrationality guite
contrary to “'subsistence-maximization”. namely the peasantry’s in-
ability to stop spending at a loss. He has argued (mainly on the basis
of English evidence) that the rise in the price of manufactures relative
to agricultural prices between 1350 and 1400 was the result of
“hedonistic consumption patterns”. Increasing demand for urban
manufactures caused a massive bleeding of hinancial resources [rom
the countryside to the towns, which ulnmately siabilized urban prices
by lowering rural demand.® Faced with contracting rural markets,
fifieenth-century urban economies stagnated.

Both models of economic stagnaton, therefore, postulate some
form of peasant irrationality, Although, as | have suggested, Brenner
does not directly address the issue of economic conditions during the
period of demographic depression. the Postanite assumption thit
peasants were subsistence-oriented 15 none the less crucial w his
model of the transition from simple economic reproduction 1o Yself-
sustained growth™.”

Brenner assumes that “production svsiems based on small peasanis
in possession of their means of subsistence were a barrier to the
qualitative agricultural development required for sustainming economic
growth in the early modern period”. Peasant landhelders constrained
economic development because they possessed insufficient land and

" M. M. Postan, “The Fifteenth Century'', in M. M. Postan, Sssaveem Medienal
Aprictlture and Cremeral Probloms of the Medeoal Bconorny (Cambridige, 1973, po 413
M. M. Postan, “The Trade of Medieval Europe: The North”, in M. M. Postan,
E. E. Rich and E. Miller (eds. ). The Cambindge Sconenre fistory af Suvape: 8 vols
(Cambridge, 1941-88), 8, p. 195; Postan, Medicval Ecosiony and Socery, pp. 140-1,
74-5,

#H. AL Miskimin, The Eeonommye of Sarly Renastsanet Envape, [300- 1468 (Cambridpe,
1975, pp. 86-92; F. A Miskimin. "“Meonrctary Movements and Marker Strucrure:
Farces for Contraction (n Fouricenth and Fifweenth-Cenury England™', 71, Econ.
Flise, s (19641, po 4900
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Amadvtical Maron (Cambridge and Paris, 1986), pp. 23-53. Drenner's assumption is
eriticized by [. P Cooper, “In Search of Agrarian Capitilism™, in Aston and Philpin
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“Agrarian Roots of Europezn Capatatism™, pp. 306-7, 214,
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investment capital, and because they were rotally “risk-averse’; in
other words. they were unwilling 1w engage voluntarily in production
for trade because of the risks inherent in wide price Huctuations
resulting from imperfect markets. European peasants consequently
responded to rising population pressure after the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury by reducing their investments in commercial crops and by 1aking
refuge in economic self-sufhciency.

Brenner ofters two necessary preconditions of economic growth
through competinon and specialization: “the breakdown of systems
of lordly surplus extraction by means of extra-economic compulsion”,
and “the undermining of peasant possession or the aboring of any
trend towards full peasant ownership of land”. He thus predicts a
positive correlation between weak or non-existent peasant property
and economic growth.

A basic premise of the model 1 propose is, on the contrary. that
economic behaviour cannot be inferred directly from patterns of land
tenure. Formally similar tenurial arrangements can incorporate very
different economic strategies on the part of either landlord and tenant:
sharecropping, which can embody both purely subsistence strategies
or de facto capitahist relations of production, is a well-known exam-
ple.'" The link connecting tenurial arrangements with economic
strategy is provided by the msututional structures which shape peas-
ants’ access (o markets: In other words, belore we can deeide what
kind of economic strategy a {smallholder or tenant) peasant family 15
pursuing, we must examine the constraints and incentives which
define its relaions with the market, on the assumpton that its
behaviour can he explained as a “rational” {although not necessarily
fully informed) response to those constraints.' Similar property
relations will provide different incentive siruciures for peasants de-
pending on the wider institutional context in which production takes
place; weaker or stronger urban powers, for example. can affect the
terms of rade between agricultural and manufactured products and
significantly alter constraints on commoditization and trade. '

W See G, Giorgetti, Contadin o pragricterr nell frala moderma, 2nd edn. Clurin,
1974}, chs, 2, 3

W1 E. Suglivz, “Ratonal Peasants, Efficient [nstitucions, and @ Theory of Rural
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assumptions follow the “thin™ rudonal-choice theory @ set outbin G, A Cohen, Kad
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BGE G AL Smith, ' Repional Eoonomic Svsiems: Linking Geographical Models
pnd Socioeconomic Problems™, in G A, Smah ded.), Repional Anafvng, 1 Eronerie
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A consequence of this assumption is that, given the opportunities,
peasants will in general tend 1o exploit new and more favourable
conditions in the market-place: if they do not do so, there are valid
economic reasons for such behaviour. This postulate can explain
increasing evidence for the development of economically integrated
regions and greater locational specialization in Europe after the Black
Death. '™ It accounts more generally for the expansion of rural manu-
factures in this period, ignoved by Miskimin and Postan, and sug-
gests, for example. that the closing of the price-seissors after 1400
reflects a slow ddaptation of urban and rural supply o the relative
increase of demand for manufactures. rather than a reduction of rural
demand for the latter, as argued by Miskimin.

In sum, we have on the one hand a model, presented maost forcelully
by Postan and Brenner, which states that peasant landholders as such
respond 1o economic opportunitics and/or economic pressure by
taking refuge in sell~sufficiency: and on the other my own formu-
lation. advocating a less determimistic approach to the relationship
between tenurial patterns and economic growth. Both models make
predictions about peasant behaviour, and both can be tested against
the evidence for late medieval Sicily and Tuscany.

[ suggest that the effects of the late medieval economic crisis —
the expression of a massive social conflict over distribution of re-
sources — be interpreted as follows. The demographic crises between
the mid-fourteenth and mid-fifieenth centuries provided an unpre-
cedented opportunity to abandon lind assigned 1o staple crops during
the earlier period of demographic expansion, but ecologicallv un-
suited to them, The “retreat from marginal land’ meant that areas
unsuited 1o cereal crops faced a larger labour surplus than more

du, £ ommi)
bargaining-power setting terms of 1rade berween 1own and countryside, of, I, | Nell,
“Eeonomic Relationships in the Decline of Feodalism: An Examinaion of Economic
Interdependence and Social Change"', Histoy gud Theorv, vi (19661, pp. 213-30

% Se, for example, G, Astill and A, Grant, “The Medieval Countryside: Etficiency,
Progress and Change'’, in (- Astll and A, Grant (eds. ), The Coumteeside of Madiceal
England (Oulord, 1988, pp. 213-34; B, H. Browell, Crroeel ard Decline in Colchester,
1300-1525 fCambridge, 1986}, esp. pp 1312, 246; Bailey, Manginal Evonomn?,
3. Wicholas, The Meramorpiosts of @ Mediepal Citys Crieent it the Age of the Anteoeldes,
J1302-13%0 (Leiden, 1987 W. . Blockmans, “Stedt, Region und Suar Ein
Dreiccksverhalings: Der Kasus der Niederfande im 15, Jahrhundert”, in F. Seibe
and W. Eberhard (eds.), Ewopa, TS0 Tatepranonsprozése im Widesirar: Sraaren,
Regionerr, Pevsonenverbande, Chrstenben (Stungart, 1987 ppe 211-26; T, Scou,
Freihvg and the Prespen: Town-Conntey Kelanogs i the Age of Refermation and the
Peasanes’ War (Oxdord, 19863 T, Scoit. “Eeoromic Conflict and Co-operation on the
Upper Rhine, 1450-16007, in E. 1. Kouriand T, Scort (eds. ), Peliticy und Society m
Reformanon Ewope {London. 19871, pp. 210-31.
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suitable areas. The declining cost of labour in these “marginal”
areas made it convenient o diversify mto more labour-intensive and
specialized agricultural and manufacturing activities. All this is quite
straightforward and, with the exception of the last inference, is
accepted by most histerians. Three crucial and interrelated conditions
had w0 operate, however, Tor the new opportunities to be taken up
on a significam scale and specialization w be irreversible. "

First, demand for mass commodities (non-staple foodsiuffs and
cheap manufaciures, especially cloth) had wexpand relatively rapadly
and significantly. There is indeed increasing evidence lor much of
rural Europe both of rising consumption and of expanding manufac-
tures and trade in the decades following the Black Death. These
phenomena did not cease (and were often more pronounced) after
14001 Such major changes in aggregate demand, which were predi-
cated on a redistribution of incomes down the social pyramid — the
result not of neutral forces of demand and supply. but of acute class,
sectorial and individual conflict over access 10 and distribution of
resources — depended eritically on two turther conditions,

(On the ane hand, the Malthusian “homeostatic™ balance hetween
population and resources had 10 be temporarilv in abevance. A
major conseguence of the Malthusian assumption that population
movements [ollow changes in the volume of available resources 1s
that changes in income distribution do not atfect the economy in the
long run: after a short time-lag the populition readapts nsell 1o
the existing volume of resources, leaving por capife consumption
unchanged. '™ A peculiarity of the late medieval crisis is, however,
that for at least a century the “homeostane’™ nexus was broken, The
Black Dweath and its aftermath were not endogenously-generated
positive checks, which acted to brake or reduce an over-populated
economy., alter which demographic growth could resume; the plague
acted as a repeated exogenous brake on the population; first by

M N ote thal this model sugsests that the biliet that specialization is cansed solely
by populaton grewth — a5 in K. Gl Persson, Pre-Sndidtrad Boonomee Creicoth: Sacial
Chrpanization and Technologiea! Progress ot Ewrope (Oxford, 1984 — §5 not necessanly
COrTecT,

" For another mterpretarcen of the aie Middle Ages as a pertod of economic growih,
see |, Topolskl, Norodziny bapirafizme o Fuvape XEV-XVIT wiehn [The Choging of
Capitalism in Europe, Fourtcenth o Seventesnib Cenmuries] (Warsaw, 19651 [ralian
trams. Lo noscita del capetalesmre i Eurofe O ORI ¢ avcimidasne originan
fra XTIV ¢ XV secolo (Tarin, 19797, ppo 49134,

" Persson, Mre-Industrsal Foomomne Grrogoth, pp. 63, 84, pest On homeostasis, see
E. AL Wrigley, " Homeostatic Regime™, in O Wilson led ). Tie Dicianary of Domogra-
Phy (Oxford, 19855, p. 97,
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reducing it rapidly and dramatically, and later by keeping it at low
levels until the mid-biteenth century or Jater, ™ Conseguently the
normally positive, Malthusian effect on demographic growth of a
redistribution of wealth towards the lower-to-middle strata was stifled,
The century-long lag between demographic decline and recovery
sustained a higher standard of living than formerly. This lag 1s very
similar to that which oecurred in seventeenth-cemury England,
when it is said to have helped “promote structural change o the
economy ™. '®

On the other hand, favourable instivutional constellations — which
included the character of the state, the nature of urban power, the
striucture of relations of production and of the marker — were
necessary to channel distributional conflict o an aggregate result
beneficial to the lower-to-middle classes. Specialization through trade
was constrained by the mstitutions peculiar 1o cach region; ultimately
it was the relative flesability of these structures which oriented long-
term regional developments., by providing different degrees of incen-
tive to production and trade and by allowing “mass™ demand for
more specialized commuodities to 1ncrease,

The diverse effects of these instiutional constellations on market
siritctures, and thus on individual and sectorial economic opportnmt-
ies, alsn explain increasing regional differences after the mid-four-
wenth century, This point will emerge very clearly from the
discussion of the two regional cases, Sicily and Tuscany.

Although specialization through nernational trade tended to in-
crease befween regions, increasing specialization wighin individual
regions was both qualitatively and quantitatively more important.
Local differences in factor endowments — in the land and people
available — were increasingly exploited; small areas began to special-
ize in agriculture or manufacture, relying less on local production w
meet all subsistence needs: markers expanded and became more
integrated.

7 Hatcher, Plague, Popelanon and te Englich Ecomany. Other reasons for demo-
graphic stagnation may have been o lowering of nuptislity or an merease m the sge of
female marriage. caused by Increafing epportunities e female employment . in o
lahour-sciree coonemy, For suggestions in this direction for England, see P, ] Gold
berg, “Temale Migration o Towns in the Luer Middle Ages™, Savnal Hise, Sag.
Nezvslerrer, o 150 F98%9; G Dwver, Samdards of Dioong inthe Paver Middle Agee: Socaad
Change tn England, o J200-1320 (Combridge, 19890, p. 146; bue see Harcher, Plagy,
Popatation and the Exglish Edanomy. pp. 35-6.

W E. A Wrigley and B 50 Scholield, Vhe Mopulation Hestory of Englund, 1541
1871, 2nd edn. (Cambridge, V98%), pp. ssix-sam, 438-430 B, L. Jones, " Agricultural
Creigins of Indusiey', Past and Prosems, no, 90 (July 1968), pp. 38-71.
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Specialization within regions prevailed for two reasons. First,
rowrt/country relatons, which crucially influenced the course of late
medieval development. were most effective at a regional rather than
supra-regional level. " Secondly. the region 1s where the most effective
and strongest political and administrative organization took shape
during the late Middle Ages: this was true even in England, whose
central government was the most ancient in Europe. ™

Besides allocating resources through taxation and direct economic
intervention, the state affected the distribution of wealth by influenc-
ing the structure and size of markets. In a sociery bounded by
high transfer and transaction costs for trading low-value and bulky
commuodities by land over long distances, political intervention in
trade was crucial for the latter’s survival and growth. In comparison
with technological constrainis on wansport, which were very strong
and in the short term inflexible: institutional bonds within a pelincally
defined region could be changed more easily under social and econ-
omic pressure. [1 is therefore to regional differences in institutional
rather than technological constraints that we must look 1o assess the
impact of transaction costs on econemic development in this period,

Specialization via trade could take place most effectively within
such institutionally homogencous arcas, because at this level insii-
tutional distortions of prices (tariffs) were weakes! and their impac
on transport costs could be most easily reduced; information on
differences in (real) production costs was more easily available o
individual producers and traders, Information costs associated with
pricing were also lower within one region than between many. !

Exemption from tollscould only be ohtained from public authority,
Except where a powerful central monarchy could enforee a reduction
of imposts on trade throughout the kingdom, however, sovereigns
tended to devolve trade regulation to local or regional powers. Where
regional states developed. cost-reducing privileges could only be
emploved within the region itself.

The relatonship between the cremion of regional or territorial

" Soon, Frethurg and e B,
AR, H. Hilon, A Medicee! Socien: The Wess Midlands at the End of the Thivtecnth
Cemiry, 2ad edo. (Cambridge, 19833 M. T, Benner, Canmrity, Class and Carecr
Cheshiere and  Lancashive Socene i the Age of Sor Gameam and the Green Kn
(Cambridge, 1983).

O D, Morth: U Locetion Theory and Regional Economic Groweh'', F Palie
Leon,  bxiii (19550, po 285, onthe U eratien] ™ robe el rrunsport costs for regiomal coonomic
development.

“ 8ee 1 Frangiomn. Milase o fese steade coser @i tragnarto ¢ ote di commmetere di
frradars aelanesd wile e did Trecena (Bolopna, P983:




12 PAST AND PRESENT NUMBER 130

states in Italy and long-term economic development is beginning to
be explored, bur there is a tendency to view the territorial state as a
neutral container, in which the welfare goal of optimum resource-
allocation operated through unfettered competition and economic
Prationalization’ . 1 suggest instead that we can explain long-term
development anly by taking into account those institutions — the
state, urban jurisdiction. and the structure of property rights —
which actively consirained and directed the allocation of resources
within society.

This leads us 10 the sccond problem raised above, namely the role
of cities in the crisis. I shall address this below by comparing the
regional economies of Sicily and Tuscany,

Over the past two decades the traditional historiographical empha-
sis on Italian communal achievements before 1350 has begun 1o
weaken. Focusing on the post-Black Death pertod and posing the
questions of the early modernists — why did economic growth cease,
or slow down, in communal [taly after 13307 — historians have
begun to dispute some long-standing assumptions. Philip Jones and
Ruggiero Romano in particular have stressed long-term continuities
within urban society, and have gquestioned the ¢laim thar this society
was “‘bourgeois” and hence economically progressive. However, the
belief that northern haly had a more highly developed economy than
the south, and that the divergence tun be largely ascribed to the
different roles of towns and “bourpeois™ mercantile interests in the
two areas, has not been abandoned. This theoretical ambiguity is
most apparent in the debate on the “transition” from feudalism to
capitalism. Within the various explanations of ltaly's “failed tran-

2 @, Heelihy, “The Distribution of Wealth in a Renzissance Community: Florence,
1427 in P, Abrams and B A Wngley {eds. ), Totins tn Soctetes: Exsavs in Eoomomed
History and Histortcal Soctalagy {Cambridge, 19781, pp. 121-58; P, Malanmy, “La
formazione di uni regione cconemica: la Toscana nel secoll xEE-xv", Sociind ¢ ftorid,
vi (19830, pp. 229-69; P. Malanima, “Politica ed economia nella formazione dello
sute regionale: il caso wscano®, Stedt venezant, new ser., X (1983, pp. 61715
M, Mires, “Formazione di una regtone economics: ipetesi sulls Toscana, sul Veneto,
stilla Lombardin™, Studi cenesiant, mow ser.. 1 (19833, pp. 47-39 M. Tangheeoni,
“1| sistemu economico della Toscana nel Trecento™. in 5. Gensmng (od. ), Le Toscana
sl secoly xros catatters di wn ol regromale (Pise, V9881, pp. 41-66.

P, Jones, “Economia e sodictd nell’Talia medievale: [a legpenda dells borghesin®,
in B Romano and C, Vivann (eds. o, Seovig d'fralia; Arnalt, (Tuon, 1978, pp. 185
170 R, Romano, “Una upolegis cconomica™, in B, Komano and C) Vivant (eds) ),
St d freleer, & vols, (Taring 1972-6), 1, pp. 233304, Chnsouthern Dilion backward-
ness, see P, Jones. “La s economica: dalla cadwa dell' Tmpero ramano al secole
WIVY, in Romano and Vivanti (oeds)), Sreite d'fafi, i, pt.o bopp. 1467-810;
5. I, Epstetn, Sroly and irs Markers, J300-1500; Regiona! Develupment aind Soctal
Tramsfarmanion [provisional titke] (Cambridge, forthcoming 19911 ch. 1
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gitlon’, 2 which all take as their starting-point the late medieval social
and economic crisis, two crucial axioms can be identified.

The first of these 15 the overriding and posieve influence of urban
political and economic institutions in medieval times. Accordingly
the stronger these institutions. the higher the rate of urbanization
{expressed as the proportion of the population living in towns and
not emploved in agriculture s the higher this proportion, the more
developed (specialized ) the economy. The lack of strong communal
institutions in the south — and by implication, its low rate of
urbanization — explains s ecomomic and social backwardness. In
the north the cities conquered the countryside: in the south the
countryside smothered the towns, The uxiom thus rests on a starkly
drawn dichotomy between town and country, the former the seat of
mercantile capital and economic dynamism, the latter o stagnant
backwater to be coerced into development.®™

These explanations of the late medieval crisis seem to make urban
institutions responsible both for northern [taly’s expansion and for
its suhsequent stagnation. The difficulty has been solved by ascribing
cconomic growth to urban influence and stagnation o the psycho-
logical and cultural limitations of the lare medieval burghers, who
(re-jadopted “feudal” or aristocratic values.”” This solution to the
problem, however, raises as many new questions as it appears 1o
solve. Why should aristocratic, ant-mercantile values prevail only
after the Black Dweath? Why did the bemign influence of urban
institutions apparently cease after 1347-507 1 shall argue below that
the answer to these and other questions lies not in the postulated
changes of preferences {or values), but in the way dilferent insti-
ttional structures were exploied by various groups in soclety o
meet changing economic conditions following the Black Death.

The second axiom of explanations of the Nalian crisis concerns the
different rates of economic development in southern and northern
Ttaly, Medievalists have for some time concluded that contemporary
southern “backwardness™ can be traced back w the influence of,
variously, the Normans. the Hohenstaulen, the Angevins or the
Aragonese, Roval neglect of, or active enmitv iowards, southern towns
is often guoted as one ol the main reasons for the later’s weakness

B Above; oo 240 B Serent, " Agricoliurs ¢ mondo rurale”; in Reomane and Yivanu
Ceds. ) St ol feartia, 4, pps 133-252; M Avmaed, "La ransizione dal feudalesimo ol
ciphialismo”, in Romana and Vivani teds: |, Sroima o Tealio: Amaliy 1, pp, 1131282

w._n._an..f “Eoonoman ¢ secleta”. pp, 200-3,

* b, pp, 361-72.
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and consequently for cconomic weakness i genersl. By implication
the sputh must also have been scarcely urbanized, More recently;
international (or inter-regional) trade has become the main villain of
the piece; through “'uncqual exchange” and deindustrialization. the
medieval south was forced into a “colonial” mould based on the
export of primary agriculiural goods in exchange for manufactures.®

Whatever the causes of this backwardness, historians have no
doubis that 11t existed . Romane and Emilio Sereni, indeed, argue that
the late medieval crisis widened the north/south divide. For Romano,
feudal powers were reinforced throughout the south: “there appears
absolutely no clement which might be considered implicitly or ex-
plicitly, directly or indirectly to be liberating”™.” In the north, by
contrast, the crisis effected a number of positive changes: individual
peasant freedom. more productive agrarian contracts. cottage indus-
try and petty commodity exchange. Formulating the lawe medieval
crisis within the “‘development/underdevelopment” scheme of in-
terpretation, Sereni suggested thar the crisis was significant because
it intensified economic differences herween regions. This potentiably
fruitful sugeestion, however, was not followed up.

I propese 1o test my model of the crisis by addressing the empirical
foundations of these two axioms: the central and positive role of cities
in the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Ialian economy, and the
widening gap between north and south as a consequence of the late
medieval crisis. In particular, [ suggest that we can go some way in
explaining the different regional cutcomes of the crisis by questioning
one link in the chain of argument summarized above, namelv. the
positive effect of strong urban institutions on economic development.

To do this itis necessary to draw a distinction between urbanization
{the consequence of economic specialization) and urban institutional
powers or jurisdictions (the outcome of social and political processes).
In so far as the lpter affected modes of access 10 and disinbution of
resources, they constituted nothing more than a collective (and usually
stronger ) equivalent of Brenner's “systems of lordly surplus extrac-
ton by means of extra-economic compulsion”, In other words, if

2 H. Brese, D opends mdditervanien, dopnimte of Sociite en Sioie, J300R-14583, 2
vols, (Biblinthéque des Ecoles frangaises d'Athénes ev de Romie, cclxii, Rome, 1946)
See also Epstein, Sy and i Markers, ch. | he Texvile Industry
and the Forcign Cloth Trade in Tate Medieval Sscaly (1300- 13001 A 'Colonial Relanon-
m_.__.ﬂ,..\:_ L Medizoad Hrsr,, xv (19895, pp. 14183,

2R Ramano, "Lastero econemica dal seonlo XIV al Settécento™| in Romana and

Yivann (cds. Jp TEAT See by B Romano, *10Talia nellp e del
secolon XIV" ., Nuooa rreastio sioricers 1 (19600, pps S80-95:
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they had the powers o do so, medieval towns would act just as
“fendally™ as any territorial lord o divert resources to their own
benefit. On the other hand, under different institutional conditions
rowns could have more beneficial effects on the surrounding
economy.™

Urban exploitation, however, diftered from seigneurial exploitation
in at least one important respect, Whereas the main focus of “lordly
surplus extraction” was at the pont of peasant production, urban
jurisdictional powers were exerted most forcefully and effectively
(although not uniquely, as the discussion of Tuscan sharecropping
will shaw) at the point of distribution. Urban “extra-economic compul-
sion'”’, in other words, atempied to determine the flow of resources
by controlling factor and product markers, This is, of course, not a
new consideration.’! but it has not previously been integrated into a
general model or “cconomic theory of the feudal system™ ™ In this
article | suggest some hvpotheses as o how the analysis of market
structures can contribute to such a general theory.

Following the premises set out above, | define the two regions in
straightforwardly polincal terms. ““Tuscany™ refers only to Florentine
Tuscany; whose boundaries were defined in 1421 by the conguest of
Livorno: Luces and Siena are not discussed. Sieily refers to theisland
onlv. Economic relations clearly did nat stop at political frontiers in
this period. but 1t is also true that import and export wlls weighed
especially heavily on the prices, and hence the nature, of the goods
which crossed those borders. During the later Middle Ages Sicily

W CEticisms of the srnfoel distnciion berween town and countrvside can be found
in G. Chittelint, “*Alcune considersaiont sulla storig politico-isutuzionale del ardo
Medio Evo: alle origini degl "Stand regionali™ ', Aweali dell Lstntaeo storien stalo-germianics
in Tremi, it (19760, ppe 401-19, quoting B, Villari; “Caratteri originall e prospeitive
di analist ancors sulla Storia d'Dalie Einaudi™, Quader seomct, i (1974, p. 546,
P. Abrams. “Towns and Ecenomic Growth: Some Theories and Problems”, in
Abrams and Wriglev (eds: b Tomns i Secatics, pp, %33 Scott, Freiburg aed the
Byvispau, pp. 154, Scealso the puszled comments by Po Mathies and [ De Vreles en
the comeasting approaches inonorbern and southern Buropean historiography to the
influence of wwes o econemic Jdevelopment, in A Guarduca (ed. ), Sdluppo ¢
sitrastibppe o Farepa v fwen B del secolo s bl Regohesione indpstaale (At

delle Settimane di Stwdio, Tsttore Internazonale di Storfa Feonomics *F. Datini® dl

Prato, x, Florence, 19830, pp. 222-3, 225-6; the explinatien may lic in the nature of

thie instimaons. regulating wwan counisy relutons in different Euripean regions.
ALK Hibbesr, "The Ecopomic Policy of Towns™, m Pestan, Rich and Miller

feds, ) Cambrdge Eamomee By of Europe, i, pp 1974

ha 1 supgested above (po 4], Marsists have concentrvted on “production and
reproduction” 1o the detriment of “arculaton and . consumpiion”; Bois, Cnss of
Fetdalion, “Foreword”, poix. Bois himseld avolds disoussng trade and denmand
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had the status of an autonomaous region, and toll exemptions on trade
applied only within the island itself. Contraband was common,™ but
one can assume that where cross-border 1rade became important for
local populations; either the people involved or the state would
regularize it through the wsual institutional channels, Where these
regulations are lacking, we can assume that cross-frontier trade was
not very significant or that (for technical or other reasons) 1t was 100
hard o regulate.

A clear example of the connection between trade and institutional
response is the relatonship between Messina and its hinterland and
southern Calabria, which was crucial to both areas’ prosperity, When
the kingdoms of Sicily and Naples were split after Alfonso Vs death
in 1438, all rrading agreements between the two were rescinded
except for those between Sicily and southern Calabria: local interests
were too powerful to be subjected to the political and fiscal pressures
of the state.

Because transaction costs for rade n cheap, bulky commodities
for mass consumption were more casily reduced within institutionally
homogeneous regions than between them, developmenis sihin re-
gions were the most significant. Consequently [ shall dwell more on
domestic developments than on the role of inter-regional trade.

Il

L) Demoeraphic Patters

Aggregate demographic movements provide a first approximation 1o
the question of cconomic development and [sub-jregional diversifi-
cation. For comparative purposes, [ take the demographic growh rate
as a rough index of economic performance. This is justifiable on three
counts: First, 1 accept the Malthusian tenet that m the long run pre-
indusirial populations tended 10 expand given the resources for doing
0. We saw above that, for reasons which are still not understood,
the link between population and resources seems to have been broken
for a long nme alter the Black Death. T assume, however, that when

YR Fasuno Guaring, UPoters centrale ¢ comumith sogziretle nel Granducare &
Crisimo 1", Ridsie storgr (rabena, bosdix (19770, pp- 302-30 T, Dean: "'Venetian
Economic Hegemony: The Case ol Fersara, 1200015007, Stude senesian, new ser.,
i 1956, pp. 4598, For Lombards” smuggling cheap merchandise inmothe Floren
conrredn, see B Pochlmann, Dhie Wirtschafistadinek der Flprentiner Rmssonen und day
Pranci der Viokefesfrethen (Leipeg, 1878), po 150, doe, v 014545 B Dini, “Levie di
jme del territorio focemino alln metd del Ouanrocento”, in Mercan ¢

comuni
ot arpanizsasione o guelificaztone del commercio e Tt deal xi el o secolp | Bologna,
I8y, p. 29
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the population began once more to ingrease in the mid- or late fifteenth
century (in England possibly even later), this link was re-estab-
lished.* Secondly, long-term rates of demographic growth were
influenced most strongly by the social and institutional factors which
affected individual and familial economic opportunities. Finually,
exogenous factors such as epidemics were distributed randomly inside
and between regions with common ecological boundares; no one
region would on average and m the long run be hit more severely
than any other.®

By the fourteenth century Sicily was divided Tor admistranve
purposes into three subregions called valle: val di Mazara 1o the west,
val di Notwo o the south-east and val Demone to the north-east,
Although valli were established for adminsirative purposes, they also
guite accurately reflect Swcaly’s main geographic, demographic and
economic subregions. I therefore adopt these divisions 10 analyse
regional differentation, ™

Population trends in late medieval Sicily were as follows, Towards
1282 the population was about 830,000, which w an average density
of 30-4 persons per km’ placed Sicily on a par with Lombardy, the
Veneto and the Parisian basin.” Between 1282 and 1374-7 Sicily losi
up o 70 pet cent of its population. The population declined further
until the early filteenth century, and then stabilized and began very
slowly 1o recover. From the mid-fifleenth century S1cily’s population
experienced an extraordinary demographic recovery, which ook it
in approximately sixty years from ¢, 350,000 to ¢, 300,000-550,000
inhabitants. The natural rate of increase (alter adjusting for immi-
gration) was close 10 1 per cent per year.™

Various important changes in population distribution took place

M Note, however, that | do wat assume that population demsiny i8¢ good comparative
meazure of o sociay’s wealh,

Y )-N, Biraben, Ler hotimes ef fa petie on Framee of dans les pavs uvapiins o
ndditerramdons, 2 ovols, (Pars and The Hagae, 19733 1, pp. 10510

= Al documentary relferences lor the discussions of Steily are o be found in Epsein,
Sicily and its Mavkers.

1. €. Russell, Medicval Regtons and therr Cities (Mewion Abbon, 19723, p. 235,
for comparative figures,

”: Such a hugh rate of merease was not unwsual for the Mediterranean regions n
this periad, Cf, E, Baratier, Lo dénopraphie srooemgale di xiiie sieile o o sooly; au
chiffres de comparatson poaer fe aprie siicle (Paris, 19610, pp, 86, 88-9, %04 {annual
gross rate of increwse of 174 per cent for Provence in 147 1-13400 my caleulanons i
E. Le Rov Ladurie, Les pavarns de Languedoc, Ind edn., 2 vols. (Paris, 1906, 1. pp.
.__u:._ (ammual gross rate of growth of 1.0% percent (ot a fow Languedocian communines
L 300-60; my celeulaions:, Note, however, that these lgweees lave nor been adjusted
for immigration
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i the same period. The contrast between rural and urban decline
was verv stark. Berween 1276 and 1374 the ten largest towns lost
nearly 70 per cent of their population, but the countryside resisted
far better, losing just over 4 per cent of its inhabitants. The maost
severely hit area was val di Mazara, which sank from about 40 per
cent of the population in 1282 to less than a third; since it was the
largest zadlo, it also became the most sparsely populated. Val Demaone
was hit the hardest during the late fourteenth and early fifteenth
centuries. but it also recovered very fast and remamed the most
densely populated zallo. By resisting the demographic crises most
successfully, val di Noto moved rom third to second most densely
populated waflo and from less than 20 1w over 30 per cent of the
population. These patterns are noteworthy for two reasons. In the
first place, the crisis brought about a shift in demographic distribution
from western 1o eastern Sicily; this new pattern was not reversed
until the eighteenth century. Secondly, the population recovered
fastest in the areas (particularly val Demone) where peasant free
property was strongest. I shall come back to this point presently.

The general outlines of late medieval Tuscan demography are well
known. Iin 1427 the Florentine state had 275.000- 280,000 inhabitants.
Assuming an average loss of rwo-thirds of the urban population and
55.60 per cent of the rural population over the preceding century,™
towards 1330 the same territory would have had a population of ¢,
663.000-720,000. Before the Black Death. average population density
would have been 60-6 persons per km', nearly double the figure for
Sicily and one of the highest for such a large region in medieval
Europe.

When the Tuscan population began to recover in the last guarter
af the fifieemh century, both Florence and its immediate contadeo
lagged behind the rest of the state; and the smaller t1owns grew more
slowly than the countryside; this tendency persisted until the mid-
sixteenth century. Even in the countryside, however, the highest
annual rates of growth were lower than in the whole of Sicily." Since
the population of the Florentine contado did not increase as rapidly

24, Pinte, Lo Fescang ol pardo. Mediv: Ever ambienne, cconamie vivale, soceld
Florence, 1982, pp. 68, 77.

M1y, Herlihy and . Klapisch-Zuber, Tuscans and theie Familics: A Sty of the
Flareneme Coatagto of 1427 (Wew Haven and London, 19857, pp. 738 (rural gross rales
ol geowth of 0,82 per cent or lers; See ahove, n. 380 M. Della Pina, “LiEvolurion
demoprophique des villes toscanes & Mépogue de Lo nassance of de affirmation de
'étar régional (xve-svite sitcles ), Al de disoprapioe lortorigus (19823, pp. 43
J3
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as did that of the more outlying parts of the state, there seems to be
a definite correlation hetween the weakness of urban control over the
countryside and of urban property. and rural resilience and expan-
sion. In other words, in Tuscany as in Sicily, demographic growth
is strongly correlated with peasant smallholding,

Tuscany did not regain demographic pre-eminence inearly modern
Ttaly. Before the Black Death, Florence was the third or fourth largest
Ttalian city after Vemice, Milan and Genoa; by the mid-sixteenth
century it ranked between seventh and ninth ameong ltalian cities."
On the assumption of o positive correlation between long-term demo-
graphic growth rates and economic development. Florentine Tus-
canv’s late medieval and early modern economy would seem to have
lagged behind that of all sther major Ttalian territorial states including
Sicily. ¥

In Tuscany (unlike Sicily) rates of rural and urban decline after
the Black Death were not very: different. Cities on the whole held up
very well; Florence in particular maintained or shightly increased its
share of the comtade’s population. Since as a rule towns had a higher
natural rate of mortality than the countryside, they could only sustin
their population as well as they did by attracting rural immigrants
(suggesting that the mortality-induced rate of rural decline was lower
than appears;. Charles De La Ronciére has calculated thar Florence
witnessed a net population increase of 14,000 between 134% and 1379,
despite the great losses during the 1363 epidemic.™ With the pussible
exception of Florence, however, whose cloth indusiry scems o have
successfully weathered population losses, immigration does not seem
to have been caused by urban labour shertages.™ for there 15 no
evidence so [ar of growing urban manulactures in post-Black Death
Tuscany. Generally speaking, indeed, rural depopulation should have
made peasants better off and more willing to stav on the Jand.

In fact quite the contrary happened. Far [rom improving thew
condition, peasants in the environs of cities’ became increasingly

| Flerlihy and Elapisch-Zuber, Pugoans aed therr Fanehes, pp. 77-8; Po Barock,
I Bawou snd I, Chévre, La popularion des willes vuvapdéimes de SG0 & P850 [Geneva,
1988}, p, 278, pives it fifth place tn 1304,

M. Ginatempo and L. Sande, ETefie delfle i #f popolanwnss urbann e
Madioepo o Rinascinenso {secalt xii-ae (Florence, 1984), pp. 128-36, argue this [rom
dta on urhanization

OO M De La Ronciére, Flarence: contre doometiiguie éginal an xwe seicle, 3 vols.
CAB-en-Provence, 19761, i, pp. B36-8

Y A5 argued by Miskimin, Feanany of Farly Rewisaice Swape, pp. $1-92
H. A, Miskimio, “A Response o Professor Reed™, 7 Fuvopean Foon, Fist . vili
(1979), pp. 48793,
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impoverished, the distribution of wealth became increasingly skewed,
and many peasants ultimately lost their land altogether.” The main
cause of expropriation was taxation. Florence's fiscal policies during
the period of territorial expansion between 1350 and 1450 were harsh
and oppressive, both towards the countryside and towards subject
wowns and cities: at the same time, subject towns maintained fiscal
domination over their contadi.*

I'he peasantry’s impoverishment. and the strong provisioning poli-
cies of towns (of Florence especiallv. burt also of the other subject
urban centres which only slowly lost some of their prerogatives to
the metropolis), explain better than rising industrial demand the
strong attraction exerted by towns over the countryside after the
Black Death.

Rates of population growth and patterns of demographic distri-
bution in $icily and Tuscany were significantly different, suggesting
that, in the long term, cconomic development also diverged. In order
10 address this problem, however, we must first try 1o answer the
apparently narrower question of why patterns of rural and urban
decline differed so sharply in the two regions, for part of the answer
to the wider problem lies here. Differences in demographic patterns
point 1o differences in urban institutions, and it is 1o these that we
AOW UL,

2 Dlrbanization

In pre-industrial societies, the rate of urbanization is ofien taken as
an index of economic development, reflecting the extent of specializu-
tion in agriculiure and manufacture. For a basically closed economy
with negligible food imports, it is used as an aggregate measure of
agricultural productivity, on the assumption that urban dwellers are
mainly or fully emploved onlv in manufacture and services. Thisview,
however, takes linle account of the institutional preconditions of
urbanization in pre-industrial societies.’

“ 13, Herlihy, “Santa Maria Impropeta: A Rural Commune in the Late Middle
Ages™. in N Rubinstein ed, ), Florontine Sdics Paliics and Soceery an Henatssanoe
Flaremee (London, 19671, pp. 242-76: B, Coni, § canesn ggren delle Repubblce
foretina ¢ o catasie partioellore toscamo ool x (Rome, 966, p. 78 date fftecnth
venturyy; L. Eorel'nikovs, “Tendenze progressive ¢ regressive niello sviluppo socio-
seonormicn della Toseana met secol xii-xv {campagna ¢ citi nelaloreamicrdipendenza)™,
in Guardued (ed, ), Svaluppe ¢ saftosoiluppo, pp. 12427

" M B, Becker, “Economic Change snd the Emerging Florentine Territirial
Seqte’”, Sruadio i the Memissee, 2 (1966, pp. -39 M. B Becker, “The Florentine
Terrtoriil Sete and Civic Humanizm in the Early Repasszance”, in Rubinstem (ed 0,

Flurenting Snadies, pp. 109389, See also below, pp. 27-8, 32
 Above; 03U

o
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1 suggested above that institutional relations between town and
countryside influenced medieval urbanization very strongly. ™ Al
though urbanization depended in general on an explonative relation-
ship with the rural economy. its consequences for long-term
development have not been investigated in a comparative framework,
relating specific institutional constellations 1o different market strue-
wres and urban patterns. In order to analvse the organization and
srructure of regronal marketing systems around urban centres, [ shall
refer 10 some recent developments in central-place theory which
analvse changes over time in the institutional constraints affecting
the flow ol resources among a region's settlements on the basis of
population distributions (urban hicrarchies)." Whereas analysis of
commercial franchises and other qualitative data can at most indicate
the existence of trade; central-place theory helps analvse differemial
flozos of trade.

If applied with no qualifications, the positive correlation between
urbanization and economic specialization would be hard to justify for
medieval Sicily, Except inval Demone. by the mid-fourteenth century
g large proportion of rural inhabitants had moved behind town
walls; a significant share of the “urban™ population was therefore
presumably still emploved full-time in agriculture. In addinen, the
stable rate of urbanization masks the extent 1o which manufactures
expanded after 1350 — thar is, the extent to which the proportion of
city-dwellers employed in agriculture actually dimimished. A rate of
urbanization calculated on the basis of a more or less arbitrarily
defined urban threshold is theretore not. for Sicily, o very accurate
index of changes in sectorial specialization; on the other hand, increas-
ing non-agricultural emplovment means that the accuracy of the index
increases over 1me.

[ have consequently adopted the ten largest towns in Sicily at any
one time a5 the base for caleulaiing the rate of urbanization. The
smallest of these at any date had no fewer than 1100 1axed hearths
(5.000-6,500 inhabitants including exemprions ™ On this base, atno

hwh.._._.x._....n, pp. 14-15
" Smith, “Regional Beonomic Systems™s Scott, Freeibing and the Brewsgar, introduc-
ton The auempt by Russell, Mediosal Rogus god theer Cirres, o define regions on
the basis only of demographic dat bears linle relation w hiswrical realir, For
example, Palermo's influence in the thirteenth contury s made 1o range as far as
Naples and the southern maimland (thid.., . 52-610; further crincisms in Herlihy ang
apanpwnr.wﬂ?.ﬁ Tusdans and e Families, pp. 37-8 .

These fpures record urban agglomerations, including urbun districts, suburbs

and oulying bamlets, cather than cities alone. Baivoch, Batow and Chévee, Papulanon
s zeillas enropdanes, pp. 254, 291, give & population of 2000 as the theeshold to urban
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time during the late Middle Ages (with the exception of the 1430s)
did less than 30 per cent of the Sicihan population live in such centres.
In the mid- 1o late thirteenth century nearly half of the population
lived within the top ten urban agglomerations. Although the rate of
urbanization seems to decline slightly after 1350, this was not the
result of declining agricultural productivity, but rather, as we shall
see, of institutional changes. Sicilian rates of urbanization were on &
par with the southern Low Countries and higher than the Italian
mean in this period.”

Table 1 clearly indicates the metropolitan character of Messina
and Palermo (the main cities of val Demone and val di Mazara
respectively ), but it also shows that their position and function within
their regions was not unchanging. In the mid- 1o late thireenth
century these cities, cach with three to four times the population of
the second largest town in their vallo, were typical “primate” centres™
which monopolized the economic and administrative resources of
their tributary areas, leaving the latter relatively poorly endowed and
serviced. In practice, Palermo and Messina were distmet political
capitals whose influence extended beyond Sicily to the southern
mainland. They grew for political and administrative rather than
economic reasons, and they competed very marginally with one
another for resources. The existence of two “primate” centres in the
late thirteenth century also demonsirates the weak integration of
Sicilian markets at this time.

The political crisis caused by the war of the Vespers (1282-1372)
and the civil war {1348-62) significantly altered the structure of the
urban hierarchy. Both Palermo and Messina lost their privileged
status as the main political and administrative centres of Sicily and the
southernmost part of the mainland, while reaining certain political
functions at the level of the vallo. The curtailment of the (wo metro-
polises’ institutional advantages meant that greater opporiunities for
specialization within each walls became available. Increasing compe-
tition for resources 1s reflected in the less unbalanced distribution of
population (the weaker hierarchy) between the main urban centres
mﬁw m_wa mid-fourteenth century.
stats o4 Italy before 1800: Ginatempo and Sandri, fialie delle v, p. 48, argie for
a threshold of 3,000 inhabitants before the Black Death. Using the method described
by Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, Piscons and their Families, pp, 535, the threshold
in Sicily {expressed in hearths: was 1,400 in 1277, 900 m 13747 and 1439, 1,100 in
1464, 1,200 tn 1478 and 1,400 again in 1497,

UE, Ennen. Die curopaischo Stadt des Murelalrers, 3ed edn, (Garingen, 19791, p.
230; Bairoch, Baou and Chevre, Popedation des willes ewropdenmes, pro 259,

* Smirh, “Remonal Eeonomic Systems''. ppo 30-2,
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angioin dell’ Avchivio i Stat i Napoli (Naples, 18770 K| Beloch, Hendthorungspes
el Lrakions, o Grosdlagen: Dhie Bevolberung Sizthons wed dos Kiintgreschs Neapel Berlin
ﬁh‘m@nﬂ. 19375 p. 159 for 13747, 1 Glénisson, “Decomenti dell” Archivie Vaticano
relativi alla collettoria di $icilia (1372-137377, Rvdsg o storna della Chacsa o fradia, il
(1948), pp. 249-60; Rationes Deciomarum [taliae nei socoli XTI ¢ XIV: Sicilia,ed P Sella
- (Studietesti, cxii, Vatican City, 1944); pp. 123-36; for 1439, Archivio di Staw, Palerma,
- Conservatoria di Registro (Mercedes), 351, fos. 597-608%; for 1464 and 1475, C.
Trasselli, “Ricerche su lx popolarione i Sicilia nel secolo xv". Aste dellAccademaa i
Schimee Letters ¢ At di Patermo, d1h ser. v 11954-51, pp. 21371 for 1497, Archivio di
- Stato, Conservatoria di Registro [Mercedes], 78, fos, 436"
m__ug.l val di Misira: ™ = val di Noto, B2 = val Demone.
7 Includes imerpotations [or Avola, Buscemt, Ferulu, Adernd, Pletraperzia, Giae-
.%.-—.-..:»..E.Hu_.m:nui_“u. and an estimate for Cazania.
Insufficient dat.
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Val di Noto is striking for its lack ol a city with stable metropolitan
ranking until the end of our perind. Terranova (with over 4,000
hearths) appears in this guise in the 1276-7 tax return, but, by the
late fourteenth century, Saracen attacks and the plague had réduced
it to little more than a hamlet. Catania probably ook its place during
the latter half of the fourteenth century, but by the mid-fificenth
century it had been surpassed by Noto, nsell overtaken by Syracuse
alter 1475,

The explanation for this apparent urban entropy may lie, once
again, with politcal and institutional rather than purely economic
factors. Val di Noo lacked a stable political or administrative capital,
Terranova may have had this function in the latter hall of the
thirteenth century. but by the mid-fourteenth century it had been
replaced by Catania, the main seat of the Alagona family which
controlled the south-east of the island, Following the Aragonese
reconguest Catania's importance declined, but no substitute arose ©
take 115 place in val di Noto. Syracuse’s pre-eminence was probably
the result of being the capital of the Camera reginale. but its political
and even economic influence was bounded by the limits of the queen's
lordship. There was thus linde chance of it achieving the strategic
and political importance of Messina and Palermo, or extending 1ts
influence over the whole pallo.

Table 2 reports the coefficient of variaton (¢} arcund the mean
community size for each walle. The smaller the coefficient, the less
hierarchical the region’s urban system is (in other words, resources
are distributed mure equally ). The low value of the coelficient for val
di Mot pomts to a relative lack of urban hicrarchy in the area,
Whereas in val di Mazara and val Demoene hierarchy tended 1w
increase in the fifteenth century, in val di Noto hierarchy appears to
have decreased.

The general decline of this measure between the late thirteenth
century and 1439 demonstrates the considerable changes in urban
patterns and, one mayv deduce, market structures which ok place
in this period. In particular it highlights the reorganization of subre-
gional markets in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries following
the loss of a primate centre in val di Mazara and val Demone. The
slow rise of the measure during the fifteemth century, by contrast,
suggests a process of consolidation of the gains in urban and market
organization and integration within valli, and 4 slow increase in the
primate function of Messinaand Palermo, particularly of the latter after
1 reacquired its status as capital.
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TABLE 2
URBAN HIERARCHIES BY VALLO, 1277-1497

1377 13747 1430
M N D M N D MOON D
% 1703 2.4 638 5273 4563 - W4 317 168
2 1574 929 1615 7598 STRE  — Wl 426 260
¢ 2009 1127 25301 1441 1268 — HOE 1303 1620

1464 1478 1497
v 2 \ b A ] s,
M N D M N D M N D
% 453 420 187 590 555 252 675 BR2 353
5 G4 5S40 331 795 669 482 903 R42 Ahd
¢ 319 1288 1770 1347 1205 1903 1338 1235 1824

* Wotes and sonrces: Shurces as Table 1.

M =val di Mazara; N = val i Notop 1) eoval Demone; & = mean siee (hearths),
gi=standard deviation from the mean: ¢ = coelficiens of variaron (10057, Note thar &
and 5 are caleuluted on the basis of tax allocations, excep fur 13767, where Agutes refer
tn numbers of hearths

“ Tncludes estimanes for Avola, Huscemi, Ferula: AdernG, Pictraperzia, (rarratana,
Francaville and Catania

Despite its increase in the course of the fifteenth century, metropoli-
tan primacy was less extreme than in the late thirteenth century. This
was partly because Sicilv’s political unity with the mainland had
been broken, thereby reducing the potential geographical range of
attraction of bob cities; but it was mainly the effect of greater
economic integration through specialization beginning in the mid-
fourteenth century,

A feature distinguishing Sicily from. probably. most European
regions was the rapid change in urban ranking. In the course of two
centuries only three cities — Palermo, Messina and Trapani — were
consistently among the region’s top ten. Only after 1374 are three or
four further cities stably among the largest (Piazza, Noto, Svracuse
and, more brieflv, Catania). Aswith relative demographic distribution
between walli. the most important changes in urban ranking occurred
between the late thirteenth and the late fourteenth centuries, with a
pronounced shifl in urban concentration from western and central o
tastern Sicilv. Whereas in the Jate thirteenth century seven out of the
ten largest cities were situnted in val di Mazara, two centuries later
the proportion had dropped 1o two out of ten. Val di Mazara's position
as the most urbanized arca was now occupled by val di Noto, with

31X of the ten largest cities.
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Such rapid changes in urban ranking imply either a remarkable
geographical mobility of the population, or extraordinary differences
in natural rates of increase among urban residents. Since there are
no grounds for believing the latter, it seems that the main cause of
Auctuations in urban ranking was individual mobility. This can be
traced to at least two general causes. The first was the scarcity, except
in val Demone, of peasant free property: the disappearance of serfdom
during the thirteenth century did not endow the Sicilian peasantry
with its own land to cultivate, The second reason for mobility was
comnected with the nature of urban power over the surrounding
countrvside, Despite a strengthening of this power after the mid-
fourteenth century, urban control was usually 100 weak to ensure the
constant food supplies, let alone the corporative :.aaEEHEP which
normally ensured medieval towns their {function and status: the guilds
established in the fifteenth century seem to have lacked territorial
monopolies. Towns also received litle income from taxation, which
could be another source of attraction for immigrants; at best Sicilian
towns could pention the crown for short-term tax-exemptions for
immigrants, Migratory pull factors tended o prevail over push fac-
tors, pull factors were not institutionally detérmined. and the cost o
E&Eﬂ_ﬂm_v of migration itsell was relatively low. Because of their
HE:E institutional weakness, Sicilian 1owns tended to compete for
human resources: factor ap&cﬁﬂm:ﬁ tended to prevail over political
privileges in shaping a town's cconomic prosperity. Between 1300
and 1500 no city dominated the rest or enjoved an outstanding
position on account of its wam:nﬁ functions.

Palermo. the capital again after the 1430s, expanded largely thanks
1o the presence of government and, after a revolt in 1430, 10 us
privileged food provisioning. but did not regain full primacy before
1500, Messina, the second largest city, had long enjoyed provisioning
privileges because of its vital strategic position on the Straits, Despite
their metropolitan function, however, Messina and Palermo did not
wield the same powers of cantrol and exploitation of the contads
found in northern Ialy. The rapid changes in size and ranking of
individual towns indicate a far more fluid situation, whose complexity
was accentuated by the existence in Sicily of three urban systems
centred on the valll,

Analysing Tuscan urbanization using these same methods casts
considerable doubt on David Herlihy's and Christiane Klapisch-
Zuber's statement that “the demographic preeminence of Florence
within Tuscany was based perhaps less on its role as a regional
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‘metropolis, and more on the interregional and international functions
it assumed "> 1t is not clear either that Florenee's pre-eminence was
hased on such supra-regional [unctions, or that Florence indeed had
such functions, In any case, the benefits of any such lunctions were
ot allowed to filter outwards and downwards into the metropolitan
wﬁsaﬁn

3 On the criterion of average population density reported above,
“Tuscany would seem to have had a more productive economy than
“mmew_..ﬂ If we look at urbanization, however, this conclusion changes.
“Faking the ten largest towns as expressing the rate of urbanization.
wq per cent of Tuscans lived in cities; if centres with over eight
hundred inhabitanis are to be considered urban. as Herlihy and
.ﬁwﬂ.mmn_u.ﬂuvmu argue, urbanization in 1427 rose to-a very high rate
&w 34 per cent.™ This was no more than in Sicily, however, where
the proportion of inhabitants of towns with over 1,100 taxed hearths
G.h_.w briefly fell below 30 per cent over a period of two centuries.
deed we shall see that Tuscany’s inferior agricultural productivity
: FWMEE that its rate of urbanization was lowver than in Sicily.

a result of 1ts fiscal and territorial policies,”™ berween the late
13305 and 1427 Florence's demographic primacy increased by nearly
15 per cent. It is indicative of the mechanisms through which this
relocation took place that Florence's former satellites maintained their
relative importance, and that gains were made mainly against Arczzo
“and Pisa, which were conguered during this period. Their integration
“into the metropolis's mﬁrmﬁ of influence resulted in a net loss of
Hﬁﬁﬂm:cu and of economic power.™ By 1427 Florence's regional
“domination was undisputed. At this date Florence, with 38,000
inhabitants, was followed by Pisa with less than a fifth that number,
‘and by a series of even smaller towns.”

_H_.,.n damaging cffects of Florentine 1ax policies on the Tuscan
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ﬂwm.”m____u__ and Klapiseh-Zuber. Tuscans and there Fannilies, p. 58,
p- 4,
E &m Pinto, “Appust sully politica annonaris in Tulia fa xii e xv secolo”, m
; __. R...zn oita cconomica medievale (Florence: 19851 ppo 638-9; Dani, "Wiedi
zione”, o292
..zmﬂw:Eﬁ are based on a comparison of the relative size of Florence, Pistoia,
Wnﬂ. mignane, Valterra, Praw, Pisa and Aregen. Population rﬂﬁ.mﬁm,ﬁn&.ﬂsu from
. ﬂn_.ﬁm.hf Flimene: centre deonmmague régonal, 11, pp. 644960 Herlihy and
: SAuber, Tuscans and thetr Famifs. pp. 548 1have adopted De La xu:n.m_m i
a_mzhgﬂﬂ of 00,000 for Florence's population in 1338, Un this basis, between 1335
__w-ﬂn 1427 Florence incressed its shure of the urban population from 52.5 w 60,9 per
3 Pisa and Arezees share slipped from 25.2 to 18.3 per cent.
—.—...Erw and w_._ﬂ__ﬁﬁ"? h:anb Tuspans gud thewe Famelus, po 58,
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econamy were reinforced by the fact that urban tax privileges over
the countryside were unaftected by the growth of the territorial state.™
Florentine policies were characterized by remarkable institutional
inertia. and the already precarious allegiance of local urban oligarchies
1o Florence would have been completely undermined if a serious
attempt to introduce greater fiscal equity between town and couniry-

side had been made. The constant drain of wealth from the country-

side to the cities and from the cities to Florence thus tended 1o reverse
the pattern common to most of post-Black Death Europe.

Although Florentine rural estimi (tax returns) before 1427 reflect
minor fuctuations of small rural communities inaccurately because
of tax evasion, changes in individual income and so on.” thire 15 no
evidence for fluctuations in settlement size of the magnitude found
in Sicily, particularly not as far as the main cities are concerned, On
the contrary, it appears that the ten largest Tusean cities (excluding
of course Siena and Lucca) remained the same throughout the later
Middle Ages. One can agree with Herlihy that the earlier system of
competing communes was economically inefficient, but this was the
result of communal territorial monopolies, Betore their subordination
to Florence, these centres performed the same function within their
werritories which Florence would later perform for them.

3} Marker Sorucrures

It was suggested in the first part of this article that urban mstitutions
played a very important part in long-term economic development by
diverting resources away from the countryside or from subordinate
towns, The more unbalanced the distribution of instiiutional powers
was, the more skewed was the distribution of resources, with poten-
tially deleterious effects on the economy of the region as a whole. I
also suggested, however, that the specifically urban form of “extra-
economic compulsion’” was exerted at the point of distribution, It is
thus 1o the structure of the regional market that we now turn.

A precondition of specialization is competition through
trade, For competition to he effective, a relatively integrated market
free from heavilv distorting tarifis has to exist, In late medieval Sicily
a5 elsewhere, regional unification was slow, marked by setbacks and

% Fasino Guaring, “Ciudesoegetie ¢ conadi nel dommio Gorentine 1ws Quattra
e Cinguecento: il caso pisano’™, in M. Marn ed. oy Racerke de s moderia, £ (Piza,
197601, pp. 1-94, esp. pp. 48-54.

*Cont, Cotasty agramch, 1.
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certainly incomplete; none the less, between 1300 and 15300 the costs
of trade in the home market were significantly lowered,

Feonomic integration was hindered by the plethora of tolls imposed
by feudal lords and by the monarchy usell. By 1300 the crown
had granted a number of privileges reducing or abolishing tolls on
domestic trade in foodstulfs. principally wine, but also grain, inially
for Messina and by the 1320s and 1330s for Palermo also. As a resul
of the war against the Angevins of Naples, however. the crown was
o0 weak 1o enforce these privileges, and feudal lords disregarded
them with impunity. The state itself may have delayed economic
integration by exacting an export tax on grain shipped for the domestic
market.

Bevween 1350 and 1390 Sicily’s political unity was destroved, As
a result of the monarchy’s weakness, the country slowly slid into civil
war. Rival factions organized into aristocratic clans fought for control
over the king and for the state revenues such control entailed. In
1262 Sicily was divided into four spheres of influence, which soon
became de facto subregional lordships.

Political instability led 1o the disruption and fragmentation of the
domestic market. This is reflected in the breakdown of the monetary
system: from the 1350s on, each territorial lord was minting his own
petty coinage, Parallel to the disintegration of the island’s markets,
urban conmirol over the rural himterland | disrricnes) began to increase,
The development of urban territories continued throughout our
period and involved all major towns, both feudal and under roval
administration.

The main object of a disirictus was 1o provide a town with regular
food supplies, and 1o a lesser extent 1o exert junsdictional powers
which entailed filling administrative posts, exacting dues over weights
and measures. and administéring pety justice. Towns commonly set
local food prices, and control of a district could also provide an
outler for urban manufactures or for surplus grain supplies originally
acquired by the wown for its own needs, With the exception of
Messina, however, the development of districts did not in the long
lerm (particularly after the reinstatement of the monarchy) signifi-
cantly increase the rather weak control Sicilian towns had over their
hinterlands.

The Aragonese reconguest in the 13905 provided the institutional
framework and the political backing for a reunification of the regional
marker. Laws were passed lorbidding encroachments on trade by
feudal lords and local communities. In 1398 Martin [ re-established

o
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control over the domestic and foreign trade in grain, and abolished
the tax on grain traded by sea within Sicily itself, thereby preparing
the ground for @ more integrated grain market free from tarit distor-
tions. His measures were strengthened in the 1430s and again in
1450-1, when Alfonso V intervened more generally to uphold free
trade.

Market integration and intra-regional trade were intensified
through toll exemptions. including rights 1o hold local and regional
fairs. Toll exemptions i Sicily were granted omly to towns belonging
to the roval demesne, often in return for political aid or loyaly,
Since they involved some loss of income for the crown, requests for
exemptions were sometimes refused. Fairs, on the other hand, were
granted willingly because they increased royal income both directly
{goods taken 1o the fair had 1o pay tells on the way) and indirectly
(trade sumulated economic growth). Kequests for wll exemptions
and for fairs reflect both actual and predicied fluctuations in wrade;
however, since fairs were granted to.any petilioning communily or
lord without any of the adminmstrative constraints cormmon to toll
exemptions, they tend to reflect general economic trends more accu-
rately.

Trends in fairs and toll exempuons can be reconstructed as follows,
Thirteenth-century expansion was followed by a long recession, with
particular difficulties during the period of political mstability berween
the mid-fourteenth century and the Aragonese reconguest in 1392,
and then by renewed expansion up o the early sixteenth century,
More broadly sill. between 20 and 30 per cent of all franchises were
granted between the end of the twelfth and the end of the fourteenth
century, and the remaining 70-80 per cent during the following
hundred years.

severtheless the Aragonese crown was far from the proto-liberal or
even proto-mercantilist institution 1t is sometimes portrayed as being.
The government at imes expressly exempted teudal lords from decrees
against arbitrary 1alls. Toll exemptions. which were granted only 1o
demesnial communities, soon applied only o trade with other towns
under roval admimstration; the crown was unable 1o enforce them in
lands under feudal control, which in the fifteenth cemury ncluded
about halltheisland’s population. Since toll exemptions conflicted with
the crown’s financial inerests, they were somenmes refused or re-
pealed. Franchises, indeed, were only necessary because of the con-
straints on trade which still existed — highlighting the contradictory
nature of policics which sought 1o expand trade only 10 tax it more
heavily.
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Before 1350 Tuscany scems to have included a number of basically
independent markets, each controlled by a citv with “primate” Tunc-
tions: De La Ronciere's study of Florence as a “regional centre”™
describes the city's contedo with anly marginal references to a wider
regional context, The mid-fourteenth century. when Florence's ex-
pansionis! policies were set in motion, was probably a turning-point
for integration.”

Florence's conquest and subordination of smaller communes was
clearly favoured by the latter’s weaker resistance to the effects of the
plague.® The process of state formation could also capitalize on 1wo
related features, which set Tuscany somewhat apart from other Italian
regions: the strength of urban control over the countryside and. as
both cause and effect of this, the weakness of scigneurial power,
Chittolini has shown how complex the process of expansion of the
‘Milanese state was during the fifteenth century, because of the large
number of seigneurial lordships which sull flourished in the country-
“side.® The Florentine government faced few of these problems; &t
merely took over, redefined and reoriented previously established
Jocal communal institutions. The last serious non-urban threat to its
authority, [rom the conti Guidi in the Casentino, was vanquished
and submitted to taxation by the 13805.* Once Florence had subdued
“all rival urban authority it dominated the region unconstrained. By
the fifieenth century no competing political or autonomous econontic
power was in a position 1o dispute Florence's regional hegemony.
This hegemony is clearly demonstrated by the Cutasto (property tax)
of 1427, With 14 per cent of the state’s population, Florence declared
65 per cent of the total 1axable wealth: the hundred richest Florentine

“De La Bonciere, Floremces contre doomenngue régromat; Tangherons, “Sistema
seongmice”, pp. 46-7.

" Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, Tuscans and they Pamfes, p. 72,

"G Chinaling, *1 capitoli di dedizione delle comuniti lombarde o Francesco Sforza)
motividi contrasto fra cittd o contado™, in Fotix otter Lombardia: studi o stona padana
arore df €7, Marton (Milan, 19745, pp, 67393 G. Chitolini, La fareazione delio
fatn rogonile ¢ fe stz del comtado: secolt xiv e xo (Turing 1979 Go Chitalim,
“Le terre separate nel ducato di Milang in et sforzesca’, o Melang nell'via di Ludeoen
t Moro, ¥ vols. (Milan, 1943, 1, pp. 115-28, L. Frangiont, "La politica economica
.._.n__& dominio di Milano ned secoli xv-xvi'", Nuova moste stereee, Doa (19875 pp. 253-
&4,

- Chittoling, Farmasione delia stainvapimiale; G, Cherumani, Und comamie del Appen-
ms-elal wit al xo secolo; Mantecermean datla synoria dell'abbazia dol Trivne of domini
di FPivenze ( Florenice. 19721 The lnck of seigneurial power maiy be connected with the
Eﬂwﬂnﬁ of fendo-vassalic institubons i the clevemh end twelfth centuries. See
P. Cammarosano, “Feudo ¢ proprictd nel medioevo wscana”, in Nabila e oot dirgent in
Toscuma meq socoli xi-xiii: siruttabe o comcesti (Monte Oriolo; 1982, pp. 1-12;
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families owned overa quarter of the capital’s wealth.* Since movahle,
commercial wealth was the easiest o conceal and was ar the same
time mostlv concentrared in the hands of Florence's merchant oli-
garchy, while living quarters, including palaces, were tax-exempt, the
propartion of regional wealth controlled by the dominant Florentine
families was in fact substanuially higher. How this concentration came
about s well known. The main mechanism operated through raxes
and forced financial transfers [rom the countryside and subject towns,
transfers which went principally to fund the state’s public debt. the
Monte — whose shareholders were nearly exclusively Florenunes,
and the wealthiest in the city.™ Florence’s financial supremacy was
thus not the direer effect of its economic pre-eminence; financial
capital was concentrated in the hands of the Florentune oligarchy by
the purely political mechamsm of taxation and foreed exactions
upheld by military force.™

Herlihy has rightly argued thar this distribution of wealth favoured
Florentine commercial and industrial capital and tended to orient
regional production around the capital’s needs, But he also believes,
echoed here by Paolo Malanima, thar this was an improvement over
the pre-Black Dieath situation of “'numerous, free communes [which]
had engaged in ferocious competition in the same Cconomic sec-
tors . . . The growth of the political and, above all, the financial
power of Florence undercut this often wasteful competition and
encouraged an evolution towards a more coordinated and rational use
of regional resources”.®

While there is little doubt thar Flerence used its new powers 1
reorient regional markets for its own purposes, it is less clear that
this benefited the economy as a whole. The extracrdinary intensity
of political, military and tiscal pressure exerted on a relatively small
territory, pressure which despite ity many shortcomings might have
provided more Favourable institutional conditions for market inte-
gration. was never used to this end. The Florentine state was a

" Heelihy and Klapsch-Zuber, Tieans and ther Families, pp. 9410

% Pecker, *Foonomic Change''; M. B. Becker. “'Problemi della finznzs pubblica
fisrentna della seconds metd del Trecemto e dei prime del Quancecento™, Amlgoie
sorce fralfaey, cxxin | 1965), pp. 433-66, G. Brocker, The ol World of Early
Rengissunce Fiovenge (Princeton. 19770, pp. 208-25,

G Pinge, “Per laostoris della serutiura sociale delle cing wscane nel Trecenio: la
distriburione dells ricchezza o Firenze ea Siena”, in Gensin (ed, ), Toscana ned secols
o, o 186, argues that differences in wealth besween Florence and the smaller Tuscan
communes before the Black Beath were far smaller than they lnter bécime.

* Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, Tescans and theer Fambees, po 105 (guotation’;
Herliby, “Dastribution of Wealth™.
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_u.m.nw_.,._nnr af _.:x:u?,_mﬂ CUSIOMS _.:.Jmau.nm.,m:z namwﬂmmam distinet
administrations and different regulations. The situation may have
actually deteriorated during the fificenth century and under Cosimo
de’ Medici in the sixteenth, when a series of franchises and special
privileges and exemptions were granted which turned the stite into
a ﬁmnnr.,.,ﬁqr af fiscally semi-autonomous territories.™

Such behaviour is paradoxical, however, onlv if one believes that
the state was actively pursuing a policy of economic integration,” If
instead one imputes to the filteenth-century Florentine government
nio intentions bevond those of improving the position of the social
group or groups it represented, while leaving existing economic and
fiscal structures untouched when they did not impinge on their
interests. its seemingly contradictory pelicies — strong intervention
in areas such as the woollen industry which affected Florence's own
share of the Tuscan and internattonal markets, fiscal explotation of
the subject territories, and acceptance of the status quo in most other
sectors of the cconomy — are easily explained,
Institutional inertia and political expediency, therefore. together
with exploitative relations between town and countryside, created
a set of powerful constraints on the rural producers” commercial
opportunities. In such a svstem it could be guite rational for a peasan
to be “comservative” and nof o become strongly imvolved in the
market-place, since the dice were loaded against him. Prices were
unfavourable and risks — given relatively weak transport-networks,
inefficient ransmission of prices. but most especnally msututonal
imponderables like urban price-seuting and requisition — were very
rﬁr. We shall see helow that wenurial arrangements like sharecrop-
ping further reinforced subsistence and aversion 1o the marker.

4) Regional Specialization

The analysis of patterns of demagraphic change, of urban institutions
and of market structures has established a number of important
points, the gist of which is that, in the long run, the Tuscan and
Sicilian responses to demographic cnisis differed very significantly,

™ Fasano Guaring, "Citta sopgetie ¢ contadi’’, p. 16, Dini, “Vie di comunicazione”’,
p. 249,

* Malanima, “Formusione di una regione economict”, pp. 268-9, accepy that
m..—_up.u:nn.u domination set limits 10 reoional miegration and econormic efficiency, bt
BIVes a gencrally positive assessment of long-term developmenss. He argues elsewhere
D.wE_: P, 265 thar economic iniegration was slow becanse central polaical decisions
could not be implemented efficiently on the periphery of the state, thus implying that
the process of “rationakization” was a result of deliberate stute sctivities
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and that of crucial import 1o this difference were the urban and state
institutions peculiar 1o each region. So lar, however, some of the
main contentions of the theory outlined in the first part of the article —
that the most important cconomic consequence of the late medieval
crisis was regional specialization. and that peasants responded o
new conditions according to o rational evaluaton of commercial
opportunities tather than on the basis of unchanging subsisience-
preferences — have not vet been addressed.

To the north-east, val Demone included most of the Sicilian
extension of the Appennines, which lie like a great backbone between
Messina in the east and Termini in the west. It was a predominantly
mountainous and wooded region, with only one alluvial, grain-
growing plain around Milazzo, opposite the Acolian islands. It was
also the smallest of the three pelli, covering only about 6,700 kn® of
Sicily's 24,500 km®, Val di Mazara, which coincided with western
Sicily, was the largest pallo, with over 10,000 km. It was a vast
expanse of clavey. sandy and tufaccous hills particularly favourable
to grain cultivation, To the south-east val di Noto, the second largest
walle (8,499 km?), included a mountain range, the Thlei, which kep
it well watered; the soil was light and fertile and was ideal for
arboriculture. 11 alse included the largest alluvial plain in Sicly. o
the west of Catania.

Agricultural specialization had to some extent already existed dur-
mg the thirteenth century. A tax in kind levied in 1282 shows val di
Mazara as the main wheat-producing area; eastern Sicily produced
proportionately more barley, Wine surpluses were produced along
the northern and north-eastern coasts, mainly 1 val di Noto; sheep
were also more numerous - in val di Noto. In general, val di Mazara
dominated staple agricultural production. and maost of Sicily's wheat
and barley exports came [rom this area.

By the fifteenth century these Arst forms of differentiation, the
result more of natural-resource endowments than ol specializaton
through market forces, were being better defined and were extending
o other sectors of the econemy. Most importantly, the gram market
was slowly becoming more unified. Val di Mazara, already the main
grain producer 1n the thirteenth century, specialized further in the
wake of the demographic crisis, The abelition in 1398 of the tax on
domestic trade by sea increased val Demone’s grain imports from
western Sicily; asa result of castern Sicily's rapid demographic growth
after the 1430s, this area became largely dependent on western
supplies. During the fifteenth century domestic trade from west o
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east rose from 12 to 20 per cent as a proportion of overall shipments
(including exports abroad),

Before the eighteenth century, hoth vield ratios (on average 10:1
in the fourteenth century) and production per hectare in Sicily were
a5 high or higher than in the most advanced north European countries
(England, Flanders and the Netherlands), and substantially better
than in northern Ttaly or the Baltic regions. Sicilian grain was cheaper
than that produced elsewhere in the western Mediterranean. and was
widely exported. A number of factors contributed to this situation.
First, an endemic species of durum whear grew in Sicily, which gave
very high vields and was especially resilient to storage and transport
by sea. Secondly, cercals were cultivated on lurge-scale, relatvely
capital-intensive and specialized farms within a highly commercial-
ized and competitive economy: cereal production also benefited from
heing closely integrated with animal husbandry, which provided
cheap and abundant manure and draught oxen.
~ Sicily also had the advantage of relatively low transfer costs, The
island’s long coastline meant that small poris for loading grain (carica-
tort) could be opened very easily, thereby reducing transpart costs
by land. Cheap transport by sea explains why most large cities were
situated along the island’s coast, The unification of the regional
market. and the government's role as arbiter in setling domestic
consumption prices (mere) and customs dues (fraee), further reduced
the costs of information, negotation. co-ordination and enforcement
of contracts.

Easy access 1o outside food supply allowed eastern Sicily — the
area, a8 remarked above, where peasant smallholdings were most
commoen — 1o specialize in other products. These included wine, il
timber, livestock and cloth. Messina became the centre of an integrated
mirket which spanned eastern val Demone and the whaole of southern
Calabria. By the late fifteenth century a complex pattern of exchange
_.Hm._“. arisen, centred on Messing, whereby Messina exchanged livestock
from val Demone for timber in Calabria, which it shipped to western
Sicily to buy grain 1o feed the city.

Besides its own umber. val Demone also exported seasonal labour
10 Palermo's sugar industries. By the 1450s eastern Sicilian wine had
also gained a sufficiently high reputation to be shipped o the roval
court in Naples, In the fifteenth century urban and semi-urban cloth
?m::?n:.:.nm (some woallen, but mainly linen, cotten and fustan
ndustries) spread in the east, especially in val di Noto: western Sicily,
by contrast, tended to deindustrialize. Production of textile raw
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materials was also concentrated in eastern Sicily and in particular in
val di Noto, A characteristic of these new manufactures was the lack
of guilds. possibly for technical reasons and because of lack of foreign
competition within a rapidly expanding market.

Western Sialy developed flourishing tunny and leather industries,
the latter particularly in Trapani. Trapani and Mursala also expanded
coral and salt production. Mineral resources (mainly iron, alum and,
1o a lesser extent, salt) were concentrated in the more mountainous
val Demone: the main salt-pans, however. were found in the interior
and along the coasts of val di Mazara, Sulphur. which began 1 be
seriously exploited with the develepment of firearms in the fifteenth
century. was also concenteated in the west

Late medieval Sicily’s two main export industries. silk and sugar,
also expanded strongly in the course of the fifteenth century, The
sugar industry developed first in western Sicily around Palermo, and
spread to the east in the 1430s and 1440s. The silk industry was, by
contrast, essentially confined to eastern val Demone around Messina
and was based on peasant family production. In the 1440s Messina
was exporting about 24,000 lbs. of raw silk: nsing to 48,000-60,000
|bs. in the 1470s and 10 possibly as much as 100,000 |bs. around
1506. Silk production seems 10 have cnabled peasant smallholders in
the eastern val Demone to develop a highly intensive agricultural
cvcle. which integrated wine, oil, flax and silk production, cloth
manufacture and seasonal emplovment in the sugar industry. Such
intensive agriculture (which relied as we saw on massive grain im-
ports) explains the area’s extraordinary demographic growth after the
1450z and its very high population densitv therealter.

Such knowledge as we have about the structure and development
of the Tuscan economy after 1330 refers mostly to individual towns.
Regional specialization has hardly been analysed, and what has been
done tends 1o take the view from Florence rather than looking at its
region as a whole. What follows is therefore a bird's-eve view which
may underestimate developments in production for the regional
market,

By the early fifieenth century Florence controlled roughly half of
modern Tuscany. However, with an area of 11,000 km®, 1ts state was
only 40 per cent the size of Sicily, not much larger than val di
Mazara — a [act 1o be noted in assessing the nature and extent of the
area’s CCONOMIc Ntegration,

Rather like Sicily, there were ““three Tuscamies' in the later Middle
Ages." To the north and north-east the Appennines were rich in

M Pinn, Fescane el rarde Medio Evo, ch. 1
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Jivestock and all its subsidiary products, m timber. tron and migrant
labour. To the south the republic was bounded by the vast and
searcely inhabited territory of the Maremma (most of which was
gontrolled by Sienaj; this area was similar to the western and south-
ﬁﬂmﬁ: territory of Pisa, large waces of which began to be reclaimed
from marshland only after 1450, Most of the state consisted of the
mu..n_m alluvial plains and hills of central Tuscany, which before the
Black Death was one uf the most densely populated countrysides in
Europe.

During the latter half of the fourteenth and the fifteenth century
miner towns werestifled, sometimes never to recover. The economies
of Volterra and San Ginugnano declined sharply:™ Arezzo, particu-
ﬁ..._w its cloth industry, seems also to have stagnated or declined ™

Pistoia last s international mercantile community 1o Florenune

“gompetition” 10 become a minor iron- and leathermaking centre. ™

~ Piza, Florence's strongest competitor before 1350, began to weaken
hereafter partly as a result of the wars with its neighbour. Ins fall in
1406 had dramatic effects on the population {which declined by about
40 per cent between 1407 and 1427) and the economy. Half or more
of the ruling merchant families and individuals left the citv, beginning
‘@ digspora throughout ltaly and the western Mediterranean which
lasted at least half a century,™ Local industry, cloth manufacture in
particular, was stifled.™ Possibly as a result of Pisan decline on
F.ﬂ_.:uma:u_ markers after 1406, the previously quite lenient relation-
ship between town and countryside — up to the end of the fourteenth
century the latter had been more a reservoir of men than a source of
grain, which Pisa mainly imported by sea — became increasingly

" E. Fiumi, Stonia eoomomica ¢ sacale di San CGimgnane (Florence, 19615; E: Fiumi,
“Popadavione, societh ed economia voherrana dal catasto del 142829, in B, Fiumi,
#__w_utﬂ..n..mm.&m Cronrimamn nel Myifoesn (San Gimigsane, [ 19E3]), pp 194200,

i Tangheroni, " Sistema economicn’; pp. 359,

D Herlihw, Medieral and Renmssance Pistara: The Social History of an Tl
.._.rm.n.ﬁ (MNew: Haven, 19673, ¢ 7.

) A.-..".H...ﬁﬂ.m:x__ “ps ed emigragione det e eminent o Pisa durante o poma
_nmE.HEc fisrentine: Vorizronte cittading € la ricerca di spaziesterni”, in § veri divigents
felle Toseang del Qrarstrneenta | Manie Oriole, 1987 pp. 291-352, G, Petralia, Banchiert
ﬁ.‘___nmau..@?_ mevgaietilt el Mediterrunes grageneie: Uéntigrastone der pisan e Siolie ol

L it (Pisa, 19890, esp, pp. 3.9,

w Casini, “Operaton coonomact siraniert o Pise all'indomani delia dominazione
.ua“m.ﬁg_:.._a?u.:m._:. St enremovia i Federygo Malis, 5 vols, [Naples, 19785
s pp. 193-4; 1* Silva, " Pisa sotto Firenze dal 1406 al 14337, Studi storct, x| 1999,
i Pp. 133-83; . Melis, “Uno sgoardo ol mercato ded panni di fanaa Pisa nefls seconda
TS del Trecento”, ot ¢ itor, vi (19390, pp. 321-65,
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exploitative.” Rural recovery was very slow. " All favourable meas-
ures for Pisa and especially for its countryside date from the second
half of the fifteenth century. They coincide with Florence’s attempis
16 turn the Pisan comteds into the granary of the Tuscan state, and
with land purchases there by the Medici and other major Florentine
Families. ™ Pisa’s rebellion of 1494-150% was the culmination, and to
some extent the turning-point, of a century of intense Florentine
exploitation.™

The neo-classical assumption that “‘all things are substitutes™, so
that investments will shift from export markets to internal markets if
the former contract, is unable to predict how long and how costly this
process will be and makes no concession to structural impediments to
the efficient reallocation of resources. Tuscany's institutional features
strongly suggest that a rapid and efficient reallocation of resources
from foreign to local markets was very unlikely 10 occur. In other
words, the contraction of Tuscany’s foreign trade after the Black
Death does not seem to have resulied inany substitutive developments
in the domestic economy, but 1o have led on the contrary to a net
loss for regional welfare. By imposing commercial and manufacturing
monopolics over its regional rivals in the context of 4 generalized
contraction of European long-distance trade after the Black Death,
the Florentine ruling oligarchy reduced the region’s ability to specialize
and 1o pay for grain imports by exporting manufactures and services.

An unintended consequence of the Florentine government's actions:

to eliminate competition in the sectors of the Tuscan economy where
it traditionally prevailed — the production of luxury textiles for, and
the supply of commercial and banking services to, international

M Taeesti, “Toscana senzm messadreza: il cose pisano alla fne del mediceve™, in
Comtading ¢ prapriciars nelle Toscang modena, 2 vols. (Florence, 1979, 1, pp 245,
G E. Meck, The Cetrmtine of Lucea wnder Pisan Rule, 13421369 (Cambeidge, Mass.,
19803, ch. 3.

T F. Leveroitr, “La crist demografiva nella Toscana del Trecento: 'esempio delle
Sei Migha lucchiesi'', in Gensing (ed.), Tosoerne el secolo v, pp. 100-1

# A, Mallett, “Pisa and Florence i the Filteentb Centuey: Aspects of the Period
of the First Florentine Domination”, in Rubinsein (ed. ), Florentine Studus, pp. 403
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Contading ¢ proprciar] nefle Toscang modeea, 1, pp. 345-75.
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emancipation of Pisan goilds from Florentine weelage after 145% — for which, see
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markets — may thus have been to transform the previous deficiencies
of Tuscan agriculture into 4 serious constraint on economic growth,
[n the early fourteenth century Tuscany, and Florence in particular,
had sustained its huge population with sizeable wheat imports — on
average 20 per cent of Florence’s needs were met this way™ — which
it paid for with its visible and invisible exports: domestic agriculiure
was unable to sustain the region’s urban sector.

Although réturns to seed are not a very accurate measure of
agricultural productivity, in Tuscany the ratio (4-3:1) was rather
low.*! In addition, the long-term transformation of agrarian structures
in the most fertile parts of central Tuscany into sharecropping farms,
poderi @ mezzadria — a transformation enforced and upheld by urban
laws and fiscal policies — emphasized peazant self-sufficiency and
thereby  actively dnhibited commercialization and  specialization,
Everything, or as much as possible, needed to feed, clothe and equip
the sharecropper and his family had to be produced on the farm. Self-
sufficiency was thus not the result of successful peasant smallholder

‘aspirations, but was a deliberate economie strategy pursued by urban

landholders. ™

® Pinwo, Fovcana nel tavdo Medie Foo, p. 144

M fhid | pe 124,
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dholders),
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at the beginning of this article and developments elsewhere in Italy
and Europe suggest that new manufactures for the regional market
were likely 10 develop also an Tuscany. Disregard for these lesser
manufactures has meant. for example, that the possibility that export-
led industries converted to preduction for the Tuscan market, in
response to the Florentine monopoly in the high-quality sector, has
ot been explored.™

On the other hand, the spread of sharecropping (mezsudria) pre-
venited a significant redistribution of mcomes between land and labour
after the Black Death: the half share of the product paid as rent was
a8 high as average peasant dues (including taxes) fefore the Black
Death elsewhere in Europe,™ Increasing rural impoverishment, par-
teularly of sharecroppers, in the filteenth century may consequently
have held back “the development of a strong local market for inexpen-
sive manufactures™."

In addition 1o weak demand for cheap textiles, the political and
economic stranglehold of Florence and its oligarchy over its region
may explain the apparent lack of a rural wxiile mdustry. Mezzadria,
which did at the time structurally exclude agriculiural production
from the effects of marker competition, did not wecessarily exclude
cloth-manufacturing on @ part-time basis, as developments around
Siena show. The apparent lack of cloth production by Florentine
mezzadr may have been the indirect result of policies which were
bevond the individual peasants’ and landlords” control. The Floren-
tine ruling classes were, perhaps umiquely for Italy at the time, in the
position effectively 1o destroy rival industnial or commercial activity
by enforcing favourable protectionist legislation™ and by svstemati-
cally diverting wealth away from the countryside and other towns 1o
themselves. On the one hand, with the exception of Prato all compet-
ing cloth industries producing for export seem 1o have heen destroyed:
on the other. little capital was available outside Florence to invest in
other manufactures. The Florentines themselves may have had little

Partly as a result of these developments in tenurial arrangements,
Tuscan agriculture was unable before the 1420s and 14305 a1 the
earliest o henefit significantly from the enormous demographic losses
and land desertion. Agriculiure was beset instead by a series of crises
which forced Florence to import grain from abroad lor nearly a
century alter the Black Death,™ Signs of rising productivity (reflected
in declining or stagnant wheat prices) appear only in the ecarly
fificenth century, decades after mest other Huropean regions,
Towards the middle of the filteenth century Tuscany was briefly able
to export some grain in favourable vears; when the population began
to recover, however, agricultural response was inadequate and fam-
ines were onee again commen,™

Matanima has recently argued that sharecropping also inhibited
the development of a rural woollen industry, by not allowing the
peasam [amily anv spare time in the yvear's agricultural cvele w work
a loorn, ® Silk production (including spinning or reeling ), by contrast,
could thrive because sharecroppers could easily integrate growing
mulberry trees into their seasonal work. The lack of rural cloth
industries, in other words, is imputed o purely technical reasons.

[t seems on the contrary that the reasons were mamly institutional.
Sharecroppers produced limen cloth for domestic consumption and
spun or reeled silk.™ It is far from clear why they could find time for
these activities and not for producing linen or other cloth for the
market. Around neighbouring Siena, for example. female sharcerop-
pers commenly spun linen and wove wool. The landlord provided
the raw materials, the women provided the labour and covered
production costs, and output was divided equally.”

Did Florentine Tuscany in fact lack this kind of arrangement? The:
belief {based mostly on evidence for Florence itself) that in reaction
to the economic crists Nalian cloth industries ook refuge in luxury:
production is clearly mistaken."™ Both the model of the crisis set out
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interest in diversifving from a lusury mdusiey they dominated and
largely thrived on into cheap rural production with small profit
margins.

Signs of regional specialization do, of course, exist for Florentine |
Tuscany,™ but specialization invalved intensifying existing activities
more than developing new ones. Pisa developed 1ts soap industry,
mainly for Florentine consumption; its arsenals expanded in response.
to Florentine demand. The Pisan plain. which began to be drained
after the mid-fifteenth century. was slowly transtormed from cantle
pasture into a Florentine “granary”™; mezsadria was introduced under
the auspices of the Medici, Strozd and other Florentine patricians.
Pistola expanded the iron industries in its hinterland and exploited
nearby livestock in the Appennines 10 develop a leather indusiry.
The Appennines provided the region more generally with timber,
livestock, wonl. cheese and meat; sheep transhumance 1o the Mar-
emma increased . ™ Petty artisans disappeared from the smaller Appen-
nine communities, possibly as a result of improvements in the regional
division of labour.™ Vinevards. olive groves and fruit orchards ex-
panded, and their quality improved.™ Florence ttself weathered the
crisis in the international cloth markets by diversifving first into high-
guality cloth, and following the rise in demand after 1430 also into a
cheaper variety, the panni del Garbo, in response to Turkish de-
mand,”

Tuscany developed a flourishing silk industry, which seems, how-
ever, to have heen more highly concentrated than Sicily's within a
narrow geographical area, The main centre of production cutside
Florence was Pescia, but its position in the Tuscan economy was,
and remained throughout the early modern period, nearly unique.™
The other main exception was Prato, another oft-guoted case of
success in the woollen industey. From the mid-fourteenth century
Pescia and 1s himerland, Valdinievole, and from the late fifteenth’
century Prato. were given major fiscal and commercial privileges.”

Prato, which was integrated earlier and far more successtully within
the Florentine economy than other towns, was the main woollen-
producing centre outside Florence up to the eighteenth century
and bevond. " The example of the two main manufactures outside
Florence thus confirms my more general hyvpothesis about Florentine
economic hegemony: these manufactures’ success was the result of
particularly favourable institutional conditions, which set them apart
from all other Tuscan communities.

11

Let us now briefly return to the three issues raised at the beginning
of this article; regional economic specialization as a result of the lawe
medieval crisis; the impact of medieval cities on markets and economic
growth; and the origins and nature of regional differentiation in late
medieval Taly.

From the late fourteenth century Sicilv's different subregions hegan
increasingly 1o specialize according to their natural and human en-
dowments and o integrate in a mutually reinforcing whole. Specializ-
ation (in silk and sugar production. and to a lesser extent in wheat)
ook place under the stimulus of international markets, but the main
impetus came from the domestic market as a result of rising lower-to-
middle-class demand. High productivity in cereal production enabled
Sicily not only 10 be towally self-sufficient, but also 10 export an
mereasing proportion of its grain output. Both the high rate of
demographic expansion and the strong flow of immigrants during the
second half of the fificenth century point 1 an aitractive and expand-
INg eConomy.

In Tusecany, on the other hand, urban monopolies aver trade were
traditionally sirong and, since Florence did not change exploitative
town/country relations where they did not challenge the city’s direct
interests, such monopolies were little affected by the establishment
of the territorial state. Production for the market was consequently
Unaitractive to peasants. The continuing incidence of famines and
Tising grain prices for many decades after the Black Death suggest
EH peasants did not exploit the possibilities which depopulation
Opened up. The spread of sharecropping also lowered incentives 1o
Specialization, in part because it allowed the landlord w enforce
Peasant subsistence, but alse because it did not permu significant
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improvements in tenant conditions, contrary to developments in
Sicily and elsewhere in Europe,

Partly as a result of the constraints on Tuscan agriculture, differ-
ences in agricultural productivity — as reflected imperfectly in aver-
age returns toseed for wheat (10;1 or more in Siciby, 4-5:1 in Tuscany)
and in agricultural balances of trade — were very striking. Whereas
for a long time after the Black Death Tuscan agriculture was unable
to feed a vastly reduced urban population. and was incapable of
sustaining rising demographic pressure during the late fifteenth cen-
tury, Sicilian agriculiure managed both to suppert a greater non-
agriculiural percentage in the population and 10 expon increasing
quantities of grain with no harm to regonal welfare.

In Tuscany the dram on small-town and rural resources through
taxation Hmited inyvestment opportunities in new manufaciures and
restricted demand for cheap manufactures, setring further constraings
on industrial develppment. The substitution of one Florentine mon-
opoly for the previous multiple urban monopolics deindustrialized
Tuscany in those sectors in which Florence brooked no competition;
the destruction of competition in cloth production for the international
market in Pisa. Volterra and Areszo does oot seem o have been |
adequately compensated for by new manufactures in Prato and Pescia,
By lowering regional manulacturing exports, the capacily o compen-
sate for low agricultural produetivity by imperting grain from abroad
wias reduced. As a result, local agriculture was further msulated from
ourside competition.

Itis likely thay further research will reveal that during the fourteenth
and ffteenth centuries the economy of Florentine Tuscany did in-
creasingly specialize and improve productivity. None the less, the
fact that Florenee never did regain its pre-Black Death importance,
that it recovered from the lute medieval population crisis far more
slowly than other northern Ttalian regions and Sicily, and that this
recovery was strongest where Florence's influence was weakest, |
points to fundamental constraints on Tuscany's cconomic growth,
which even the less Florence-oriented policies of Cosimo de’ Medici -
and his successors i the sixieenth and seventeenth centuries seem to -
have been unable o reverse.'" Nor must one forget that the Floren-

1 See: Fasano Guaring, “Potere centrale @ comunitd soggette’; Fasano Coanimi, |
“Cina sogrperte e contadi™, For an overly positive view of Cosimo de™ Medicr's role, |
see A Anzifoti. La cosritusione e dello State Fovennmo cone 1 dice Cosmmo £ de’
Medier i Florence. 19100 followed by |, C, Brown., “Conceprs of Politteal Economy:
Cosimo 1 de’ Medici ina Compaeative Buropean Contea™, in Fironze ¢ e Toscasa die |
Medict nell' Envapa ool "500, 3 vols. (Flarence, 1983, pp. 17993,
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tine state was less than half the size of Sicily and that in consequence
the influence of the capital’s market (as opposed to its polity) in
reshaping the region’s cconomy must have been correspondingly
stronger; Florence’s seeming inability to do this very effectuvely is a
further mdication of the strength of the politcal, insttnonal, class
and sectorial forces which prevented long-term integration and
development.

The relative impact which different modes and costs of transpor
had on repional specialization should not be overlooked. In this
respect, Sicily had a clear natural advantage over Tuscany because
of the speed and cheapness of coastal wraffic compared o transport
overland. Once the process of specialization had begun, Sicilian
integration was clearly much aided by its long coasts. Nevertheless,
differences in natural endowments cannot. in the end. explain diverg-
ing regional development. for they remain mere potentialities as long
as they cannot be put to good use. Before the early fifteenth century
the Sicilian market was sull very fragmented degpire the opportunities
provided by coastal transport; these opporiunities were exploited
only once political, msotonional and economic conditions — such as,
for example. the abolition of customs on domestic grain trade by sea
alter the Aragonese conguest of 1392-8 — made it possible and
profitable to do so. On the other hand, we should not underestimate
the capacities of Tuscany’s (and Sicilv’s) well-developed road network
to serve regional needs, '™

In the introduction to this article, I sugeested that the effect of
medieval towns on their surrounding économy can be understood
only by drawing a clear distinction between urbanization and urban
institutional powers. How did urban structures affect economic
development in the two regions?

Sicily was highly urbanized, but urban control over the counrrvside
was rather weak; the region’s high rate of urbanzavoen was the result
mainly of high agricultural productivity. Further evidence of the
countryside’s relative autonomy in relation o the city comes [rom
the different rates of demographic decline in the 1wo sectors, Tuscany
was also highly urbanized, but by conirast had exiremely strong
Institutional control over the rural hinterland. It was this power,
rather than a substantal agricultural surplus, which enabled towns
and Florence in particular better 1 withstand the demographic crisis,

" Far Tuscany, see e Ly Ronciere, Flovence: cemrre dconomtiaue rémomad, i, pp

m.mm.fm” for Sicllv, A, Gioffrida, “Hineran diviaegi e raspori’’, in R, Romeo (ed, ),
St defly Sicilie, 10 vols: (Maples. 1979810 . pp. 46983
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As u kingdom, Sicily benefited from the lack of strong urban
manopolies over food supplies; the state simply did not allow them
to develop or survive. Towns obtained privileges to provision them-
selves or, at most, to protect local wine production: concessions
tended to enhance integration rather than local protectionism. The
main restrictions on trade came from the feudal arswocracy., whose
manopolies and trade customs the crown was unable or unwilling
challenge fully, The absence of monopolies probably also extended
to manufacture, Cloth manufacture, which was able 1o withstand
competition in the fifteenth century from the Lombard ustian indus-
try, apparently lacked corporations; no prolectionist measures were
passed in its Tavour,

No city or metropolis dominated the island's cconomy, rapid
changes in the size and rank of wwns indicate that rent positions
based on pohitical or economic monopelies were rare and that compe-
tition for resources was strong, Sicly’s peculiarity lay in s possessing
three distinctive urban subregions, two dominated respectively by
Palermao and Messina; and a third, val di Now, lacking anv stably
siructured urban hierarchy, The effect of the lawe medieval crisis was
initiallv to destructure these areas and subsequently to reorganize
them in 4 way superficially similar to the situation prevailing in the late
thirteenth century, when Palermo and Messina exerted overwhelming
dominance over their respective regions. But whereas in the 12705
and 1280s calli were bound by a few, tenuous links, which were
easily severed during the political unrest of the fourteenth century,
by the 14905 connections were ton strong 1o be broken. Palermao’s
functions as political and administrative capital and s attendant
demographic growth were unable to establish domination over the
island’s economy. arguably because. like other Sicilian cities, Palermo
lacked the institutional means o uphold & similar hegemony.

Tuscany suffered from Florence's nearly unfettered domination.
While establishing its territorial state, Florence encountered no rivals,
had lintle need to come to terms with competitors. and so was able w
substitute a general monopoly for the previous multiplicity of partially
competing ones. Florence's hegemony was enforced and nurtured by
taxation and upheld by military might; regional primacy depended
on draining human and financial resources from the subject wwns
and countryside.

Although nearly half the Sialian population was under feudal
lardship. all the largest cities and towns obeyed roval authority (in-
cluding the queen’s). Since the demesne had a higher rate of urbaniza-
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tion than the feudal territories, it must also have controlled @ pro-
portionately higher volume of trade. This advantage was sustained
by the network of muotual trade franchises which was established
throughout the demesne during the fifteenth century, An important
prerequisite for the enforcement of trade franchises was the re-
establishment after 1392 of o strong central state, whose interests did
not coincide with these of individual wwns and which at the same
time could uphold the demesne’s rights against feudal enereachment,
The state was instrumental in upholding and stimulating specializa-
tion relatively free from many traditional feudal constraints,

In Sicilv the state was always distinet from the cities. Although the
various feudal factions which controlled the island berween 1350 and
1390 had their own “capitals™, their political and economic interests
did not identify with individual cities, The distinction was strength-
ened after 1412, when Swily no longer had an independent sover-
eign. Cities enjoved very few monopolies, and those they possessed
needed to be negotated with the central state. The state tended
favour free trade within the 1sland for s own ends. which were both
political (avoidance of artificially induced dearth) and economic (the
stimulus trade gave to the economy and the free access w expon
markets which the crown could tax), This tendency, however, con-
flicted with other state interests, also political (recognition of lovaliy
through the concession of economic privileges) and economic (part
of the state’s own revenues came from tolls on internal trade). Even
the landed aristocracy (which had early on moved to the towns) and
the urban patriciate might at imes pursue goals at odds with those
of their town of residence — for example, when grain prices on the
international market were higher than in Sicily and there was thus
an incentive to jeopardize urban supplies.

In Tuscany the state wway the city, or rather. it coincided to a
large extent with the ruling Florentine oligarchy. In an unusually
unmitigated fashion, this oligarchy bent the institutions of the state
10 its own purposes. Florentine ruling classes were able to exploit the
weakness of alternative, non-urban centres of power and of the other
Tuscan communes after the Black Dieath to establish their own largely
untrammelled authority. By simply exploiting 1o their own ends
Previously established local communal structures, and by otherwise
leaving untouched pre-existing town/country relationships as exem-
plified in fiscal status, they displayed considerable mstitutional inertia
father than the active, beneficient, guasi-mercantulist policies sug-
Eested by Malanima and Judith Brown,
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The preceding analysis has shown the importance of institutional
factors in directing the outcome of the crisis: institutions shaped class
conflict, regulated access 10 resources, and set powerful constraints
on the choices facing producers in the market. This last point is made
very clear if we compare peasant commercial strategies (a key factor
in Postan’s and Brenner's accounts of the crisis) in the two regions.

We saw above that for Brenner (and impheuly for Postan also), a
necessary condition for economic specialization and growth was the
expropriation of the peasaniry from the land. because peasants were
both conservative and lacked the necessary investment capital
pursue strategies of expansion. Developments in Sicily and Tuscany,
however. suggest a very different picture. In the first place. in
both regions the areas where peasant landholding was strongest (val
Demone and the more “marginal®™ areas of Tuscany) led the way in
the demographic recovery afler the mid-fitteenth century. Secondly.
given the necessary preconditions — cheap alternative sources of food
supply and favourable outlets for their produce — peasants in val
Demone showed no sign of avoiding the risks associated with special-
izing for domestic and international markets. Lastly, evidence of
subsistence strategies is found for the region (Tuscany) and the
fisrm of land tenure (sharecropping on urban-owned land) which on
Brenner's account should have been most capitalistically inclined.
The behaviour of Tuscan landlords was. of course, perfectly consist-
ent with the institutional context they operated in, This context was,
however, heavily influenced by urban forms of “surplus extraction
by means of extra-economic compulsion”, which, as Brenner states,
had 1o disappear before sustained growth could occur, '™

These examples tarn Brenner's and Postan’s schemes on their
head — peasant smallholders were market-oriented, urban land-
holders were “feudal” — and validate the general assumption that
peasant economic behaviour must be considered both ratonal and
flexible in the face of different economic constraints and opportunit-
ies. In other words, one can neither deduce behavioural paterns
deterministically from given property relations and tenurial arrange-
trents, nor can one simply invoke peasant “*backwardness” or, more
charitably, “subsistence strategies” 1o explain a region’s economic
stagnation in the early modern period . Each local and regional situation
must beexamined on itsown merits, for institutional condionsof trade
were just as crucial a factor as (enure patterns in shaping peasant
strategies for the market.

0 Above, nm, 9, 82,
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The conclusion, that the unmediated exploitation of countryside
by town in late medieval Tuscany was the direct consequence of
previous communal developments, is in strong contrast with the
prevailing axiom of the beneficial economic role of medieval [talian
communes. [ do not intend, however, simply to stand this axiom on

s head. IF instiiunonal and social constellations were such that

mdividual towns were unable to exert the kind of unbindered “extra-
economic compulsion™ through taxation and monopolies on pro-
duction and trade over the countrvside which was the urban equivalem

of seigneurial surplus extraction, towns could provide regional econ-

omies with valuable services.

The latter case 15 exemplified by the Venetian state, and especially
by Milanese Lombardy. 1n these regions urban powers were balanced
by. or filtered through, other centres of political and economic
power, and neither Venice nor Milan were able 1o exert their powers
unconstrainedly on the territorial state, In Lombardy and the Vene-
tian Terraferma, as somewhat dilferently i Sicily, this plurality of
powers allowed [or greater competition between formally constituted
economic interests, and provided interstices between conflicung de-
mands which could be exploited in & productive fashion,'™

Whereas the Florentine Renaissance seems 10 have Howered at the
expense of an impoverished and subdued regional economy.'™ the
weakness of Sicily’s urban institutions may have allowed the region
to exploit more successfully new opportunities for development which
arose out of the late medieval erisis. Contrary 1o received wisdom,
Sicily — and probably southern Italy as well — shows few signs of
the ¢conomic stagnation and “backwardness” which it has been

™ Above, n. 62, A Ventura, 0 Dominie di Venezsa nel Quattrocento’. in P lowece
and Verree: Camparisons and Relavions, I Quanracenro | Florence, 19790, pp. 167-90;
Dean, "Venetian Economtic Hegemony™. Stmilar considerations have recently been
offered for the region of Freiburg, Scow. Freiburg and the Brosgan, pp, 1535-62,

R Mueller, “Die wirtschaltliche Lage Traliens im Spivmittelatier™, in Saitn
and Eherhard feds. 1, Ewrapa, 1400, p, 2320, Klupiseh-Zuler, “State and Family in
4 Rengissance Society: The Florentine Cosesto of 1427", in ©, Klapisch-Zuber,
_._“\.aﬂpi. Foneby, amed Rituad in Renaessance Faly (New Taven, 1985, o L3 A Maolho,
“Lamministrezione el debin pubblico 2 Firenie nigl sv secolo™, in € dimgenn
melly Toscana del Dwarrocento, pp. 204-3; in o explich contrast with the views of
K. Goldihwaite, The Butlding of Renatssance Flovone: An Evoenie and Social Histary
n@m_m:_an_... 19807, dnd Brown, froehe Shadiee of Floveice, who dreaw g very positive
Picture of Florepce and Pescte and, anplicitly, of the Tuscan economy’ as & whole.
Goldthwaite kas recently extended his conclusions for Florence to the whole of centeal
ind northeen lraly, in RB. Goldihwaie, “The Beonomy of Renaissance ltaly: The
Preconditions for Luxury Consamption”, | Tatn Siudis: Faays on the Benatseanse, i
(19875, pp. 15.39.
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argued were the result of the crisis; on the other hand, while the
Tuscan economy was also not stagnating. its recovery from demo-
graphic disaster was slower and more contradictory. .

To examine the late medieval crisis in Italy in terms of an ill-
defined north/south divide is therefore misleading and ultimately
‘mistaken. Although regional differences tended 10 increase as a
result of the crisis, the latter neither established nor reinforced a
permanently backward south, nor were these differences the result
of specialization through inter-regional trade or “unequal exchange':
late medieval economies were shaped predominantly by develop-
‘ments internal to each region. .
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