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‘Non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’: to what extent is this a fair description of towns in the Middle Ages?
The quote ‘non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’ comes from the book “Medieval Economy and Society” (Postan, M. M., 1975). In this book the author strives to present a balanced account of the medieval economy from 1100 – 1500 AD, touching on topics like land ownership, agriculture, landlords, manors, and medieval towns. According to R. Hilton (1979), the reason behind this quotes’ creation is credited to a well-known theory amongst economic and political historians. Towns were antagonistic to agrarian feudalism (Hilton, 1979). The purpose of this essay is to discuss whether this was really the case, and by bringing forward other historians works, it is hoped that other arguments may be presented, and a clear conclusion will be found. 
Firstly, however, understanding what agrarian feudalism is should aid the formation of a clear discussion concerning the theory mentioned above. According to Coordination, Cooperation and Control (Holcombe, 2020), agrarian feudalism concerns the land. The agrarian society is governed by a feudal system, as control over land is gained through military power, which in turn becomes political power. A hierarchy is formed, and those who hold power use it to maintain their hierarchical positions. Often, political motives out way economic ones, and an authoritarian control causes agrarian societies to be characterised by stagnation, and a lack of free exit, rather than progress (Holcombe, 2020). By the time of the Norman Conquest, though many historians have agreed its roots still lay in thew Anglo-Saxon period, a clear feudal system has been seen (White, 1975), which is characterised by agrarian feudalism. Pyramid systems, though at times over simplified, have been made to understand this. In England it went as follows: The Royalty (and in some cases the church), Lords and Barons, Knights, Freeman, or Peasants (Hickey, J., 2020).  
The medieval Agrarian feudal system is not to be confused with Bastard Feudalism. Bastard feudalism is a product of the late medieval century. Unlike agrarian feudalism, which is mostly just a method of land control and the introduction of a hierarchy, it was far more damaging to medieval citizens, in England particularly, as it gave corrupt nobles too much power. This in turn was damaging to the livelihood and freedom of peasants (Mckelvie, 2020). This topic will be revisited. 
There is an idea in economic and historical history that towns went against feudalism (Hilton, 1992). A duality between agrarian areas and urban ones is seen by many historians. This is because of the medieval town’s characteristics. In Schofield’s work (1994) archaeological evidence of: both long-distance and local trade, exploitation of natural resources, specialized and technological manufacturing, social differentiation, the means of political control, and the religious aspirations of the population were discussed (Schofield, 1994). This summed up many of the town’s characteristics well. 
Christopher Dyers work Making a living in the Middle Ages, (2002) was an excellent help when researching this topic, and it will be referenced much in the rest of this essay, because in the course of researching it presented a balanced and detailed review of the essay’s argument, while providing good information on town life. By the 13th century medieval towns started to be characterised by exceptional economic growth. This led to an urbanisation that remained strong for the next two centuries. Something to prove this can be seen in the architecture of medieval towns. Homes in the town were starting to become more luxurious. By the early 15th century for instance, thatched roofs were now being replaced by tiles and slate. Walls were supported by strong timber framing, fireplaces and chimneys started to become popular. Furthermore, a trend in fashion can be observed through the internal and cosmetic items within the homes, purchased by the working town’s folk. Domestic comfort was becoming a consideration when outfitting a home. Townspeople also enjoyed a better diet of meat, fish and ale, arguably more social security. Employment opportunities, alongside the charity offered by religious and richer private houses, attracted poorer people. But what made this economic growth possible?
A crucial aspect when looking at the economic growth exhibited by towns in the Middle Ages fits nicely to Postan’s work on the economy. Postan’s argument on medieval economy is based on “booms and slumps” (Dyer, 2014). Postan also uses a ‘population resources’ model, which postulates that population increase in the 12th and 13th century resulted in the expansion of cultivation and economy growth (Bailey, 1989). Returning to Making a Living, this crucial characteristic seen in medieval towns is the constant involvement in markets. This not only increased economy but separated medieval towns from the agrarian areas and their feudal systems. In turn, the town’s offered an alternative lifestyle to the old ways of agrarianism (Dyer, 2002).
During the 12th and 13th centuries a new development was the introduction of guilds. They held a very strong influence behind market involvement (Dyer, 2002). There were two types of guilds by the 13th century: Merchant and Craftsmen.  Merchant guilds were the originals, first set up in the 11th century as a way merchants could more easily protect themselves and their products on the road. This meant the merchant guilds started out very mutual. Eventually, due to the “charter of freedom” allowing control over things like taxes, the merchant guilds held great power in municipal and political dealings, combating feudalism. Craftsmen guilds came in later, working on a more social level to protect the master artisans of the many trades seen through towns.  These guilds shaped much of the business side of towns, and introduced protocols still used today, such as industry standards, thanks to their hierarchal system. A “guild master”, and a body of “juror’s” helped control disputes, competition, and managed what craftsman came into the guild (Cartwright, 2018; Dyer, 2002). They also offered an alternative to Agrarian Feudalism.
Over the years these guilds evolved and adapted with the towns. By the 14th century it was becoming difficult to enter craftsman guilds, due to an increase in industry standards. Merchant guilds went on to become even more rich and influential, as they controlled the craftsman guilds import and export of materials, both long distance and within their own country. In England, a merchant, Richard Wittington, had become mayor of London 3 times, built a very successful business in fine silks and cloths bought by royalty, and had even lent money to kings Richard II and Henry IV in times of war (Dyer, 2002). Dyer’s merchant example a prime example of how towns, usually through the rich merchants, now could hold sway in politics, offered some liberty from the aristocracy, and could locally govern on their own. Wittington is a particularly interesting case because he came from a lesser Knight’s family based in Gloucester. Moving to London did not give him much of a chance in being a member of the land-owning elite there. However, although this obviously wasn’t the case for all, it showed that through towns lesser figures could rise to a place of high influence.  Clearly Wittington’s life is an agitation of agrarian feudalism. 
It was still very difficult for town’s folk. Sticking with Dyer, a lot of employment within towns was as a servant. 20 -30% of taxpayers in medieval towns would have been employed to help artisans and merchants at a domestic level around growing houses, often being paid in food, water, clothing, and accommodation over money. The same was given to Apprentices in exchange for their work, but apprentices had the chance of becoming traders, and being accepted into guilds. Another overlooked position in towns was as labourers. Dyer comments that to every skilled building craftsman, two labourers were employed to shift material, and assist with other easily trained skills. The work paid little and was hard, but it allowed townsfolk another means of renting a home. Food and drink trades offered a large amount of work too, at business guild and simple door to door, basket selling levels. To sum this, point up, while it wasn’t easy and many still fell short of the social ladder, another important characteristic within towns was the variety they offered from the agrarian feudal system. Townsfolk didn’t often specialise in a single craft group, and households weren’t tied down to a single means of earning a living (Dyer, 2002).
But were towns non-feudal?  R. H. Hilton (1992) was known challenging the claims supporting Postan’s quote. The increasing presence of lords and nobles at the top of the social ladder is an important point to consider. Particularly in England, there were many levels of lordship who all had a vast claim on the land in both urban and agrarian settlements (Hilton, 1992; Dyer, 2002). 
Examining the governmental structure of medieval towns, positions like port-reeves, burgesses, aldermen and mayors-controlled elements like taxes, businesses, and other municipal matters. They were under the service of the king, mayors would have pledged some sort of allegiance by excepting the kings’ sword at their elections (Smith, 1928). Dyer touches upon this in his work too, mentioning that towns were supposed to rule in the king’s name. In 1285, London was placed under the direct supervision of the King once again, when Edward I did not see that the local government was fit for the rule (Dyer, 2002). This indicates some heavy influence from the servants of the king within the election of the governmental officials. This was the case since the reign of William the Conqueror (Smith, 1928). 
Dyer also points out that, even though the merchants eventually gained a hold in the town politics, and a middle class was formed by the 15th centrury, the phrase “better left to those greater and wiser” applied to elections and municipal matters (Dyer, 2002). This meant the richest in the towns. Hilton and Dyer both explain this group was still the lordship and aristocracy. Towns were often founded by the nobles afterall, and the aristocracy were seen as role models, their heraldty marking many areas of some of the larger towns (Dyer, 2002). 
The freedom of choice posed by the craft guilds is another thing to consider. John Thompsons work on The Transformation of Medieval England (1983) highlights a few flaws posed by such a variety of trade. The first is the competition seen between different towns. Ports played a gigantic role in the success of trade within a city. In areas which were more inaccessible, such as Coventry, the trade level was more sparce. Coventry specialised in cloth according to Thompson, which although in high demand, by the 14th centrury its trade bought in nothing compared to areas like London and Plymouth, who had access to the coveted Asian spice trade, or Gascon wine demand. This created a lot of issues when it came to taxes, as in times of war and famine towns were expected to contribute a lot financially and practically (Dyer, 2002; Thompson, 1983). 
There are many barriers to seeing the truth Postan’s words. As Dyer outlines, it is easy to see an idea of subversion towards the feudal system, a sense of freedom, individualism, and participation in a local government. But, because of where the power lay within these towns, it is understandable why Postan’s “non-feudal island”, is more feudal then suggested.
However, another point should be considered before concluding. Returning to Bastard Feudalism, in the more recent work by Mckelvie the perspective is changeable. Bastard Feudalism was introduced when Edward III ended having to give more power to the lords and barons left in England, while he and his closer barons fought in the hundred-year war. This marked a turning point in corruption, and coincides with Postan, Dyers and Hilton’s views on the decline seen in England economy. This was also a turning point in rebellion amongst peasants, with the Wars of the Roses beginning within the next century (Mckelvie, 2020). It is entirely possible that the non-feudal islands only became more feudal towards 14th and 15th centuries, and the striking correlation between the introduction of Bastard Feudalism is potentially more than a coincidence.
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