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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?





















In his 1972 book ‘The Medieval Economy and Society’, British historian Sir Michael Postan asserted that medieval towns were ‘non-feudal islands in feudal seas’[footnoteRef:1], a phrase which became famous in its time within medieval scholarship, most often cited as a concept he himself had created, though it was a somewhat common phrase in 20th century academia, being seen with slightly different wording in 1959 in an article written by E.M. Carus-Wilson[footnoteRef:2]. That it appears in similar form so often indicates that it was seen as a truism, a commonly held belief about society in the medieval period, as was the feudal system generally. However, with the model of feudalism now seen increasingly largely as a problematic concept by which to view medieval societies, it is difficult to entirely agree that these towns were exceptions to a rule of widespread feudalistic life. Additionally, even with those who agree that there was a feudal societal system in the Middle Ages, there is no clear agreement on what this entailed, and what these towns as exceptions to this rule did differently to anything within the feudal framework.

To adequately answer whether towns were ‘non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’ requires an understanding of the conception of feudalism as the societal system which medieval life was lived under. As such, it is important to examine the ideas of the leading historians in medieval and feudalistic studies, with three being crucial to understanding of the greater feudalistic theory and responsible for creating much of the modern framework for these studies: Marc Bloch, François Louis Ganshof and Sir Michael Postan. Of these, Ganshof is the immediately influential, with his narrow definition of feudalism found in his book Feudalism being used as a basis by many historians who proceeded him. [1:  M.M. Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972). <https://archive.org/details/medievaleconomy00post/> [accessed 30 November 2025]]  [2:  E.M. Carus-Wilson, ‘Evidences of Industrial Growth on Some Fifteenth-Century Manors’, The Economic History Review, 12.2 (1959), 190-205 (p. 190). <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2599235> [accessed 30 November 2025]] 

· (Feudalism is) a development pushed to extremes of the element of personal dependence in society, with a specialized military class occupying the highest levels in the social scale; an extreme subdivision of the rights of real property; a graded system of the rights over land created by this subdivision and corresponding in broad outline to the grades of personal dependence (...) and a dispersal of political authority amongst a hierarchy of persons who exercise in their own interest powers normally attributed to the State and which are often, in fact, derived from its breakup.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  François Louis Ganshof, Feudalism, trans. Philip Grierson, 3rd edn. (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), pp. xv-xviii (p. xv). <https://archive.org/details/feudalism0000unse/> [accessed 30 November 2025]] 

[bookmark: _Int_teyjM3zJ]Ganshof, however, is not writing this definition of feudalism as a Europe-wide phenomenon. He constrains his definition, and the majority of his writing within Feudalism, to ‘as it existed in France, the kingdom of Burgundy-Arles and in Germany’[footnoteRef:4], largely overlooking feudalistic systems in England and Italy. Immediately, there is tension which limits the ability to assess if towns were ‘non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’; if Ganshof’s definition were to be used, there would be many seas of feudalism, and the towns within would not be islands in the same sea as another town in a different kingdom. [4:  ibid., p. xvii] 

[bookmark: _Int_1zp7TrWI][bookmark: _Int_6kUUyidD]In contrast to Ganshof’s willingness to give a distinct definition, Marc Bloch refused to define feudalism even within his famous 1939-41 publication Feudal Society, instead denoting characteristics which were present in the feudal structure. While his list of characteristics is sympathetic to the Ganshof definition, it is not identical, with an agreement that feudal societies require ‘the supremacy of a class of specialized warriors’[footnoteRef:5]. Outside of this, and unlike Ganshof, Bloch makes no mention of the rights of property, nor of personal dependence beyond claiming a universal lack of payment to fiefs and other subjects to feudal rule[footnoteRef:6]. It can be seen immediately that there is not a consensus on the bounds of feudalism, even within the period where its existence across Europe was seen as academic consensus. Once again, immediate flaws with finding “non-feudal islands in a feudal sea” are made clear. To use Bloch’s concepts of feudalism to find this feudal sea, it would require only characteristics during a period of time which Bloch does not clarify the beginning or end of[footnoteRef:7].

Sir Michael Postan, in ‘The Medieval Economy And Society’, offers a third variant on a definition or description of feudalism. Postan’s focus is entirely on British society, which Ganshof and Bloch respectively almost completely passed over and ignored entirely. His concept of ‘non-feudal islands in feudal seas’, therefore, can be interpreted as his definition only of British towns, ignoring the larger French, German and otherwise Carolingian societies which may or may not have operated in the same terms which he uses. When examining additional context from Postan’s writing, it is important to review the rest of his statement about medieval towns:
 [5:  Richard Abels, ‘The Historiography of a Construct: “Feudalism” and the Medieval Historian’, Medievalists.net, March 2025. <https://www.medievalists.net/2025/03/historiography-feudalism-medieval-historian/> [accessed 30 November 2025]]  [6:  ibid.]  [7:  ibid.] 

· [bookmark: _Int_sZGyfw67]Feudalism, its laws and practices, could indirectly affect the course of trade (...) In a society so conditioned the pursuit of trade was bound to be greatly impeded. It could be best conducted (...) in the hands of men who were outside the feudal ranks of society, i.e. neither knights nor villeins. Medieval towns were precisely that. They were non-feudal islands in feudal seas; places in which merchants could not only live in each other’s vicinity and defend each other collectively but also places who enjoyed or were capable of developing systems of local government (...) exempting them from the sway of the feudal regime.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society, 1972, p. 212.] 

[bookmark: _Int_At07S2o2]That this passage is the origin of the specific phrasing of ‘non-feudal islands in feudal seas’ is representative of a limitation of the concept it provides. Postan was making the specific, narrow claim that British towns in the Middle Ages were outside of the feudal system in a sense which was useful in economic terms, and that they offered collective protection to merchants and other tradesmen, but does not extend outside the sphere of economics to make any further claim about towns existing outside the greater feudal symbol. In the same passage quoted above, Postan also writes that ‘most sizeable towns eventually received their extra-feudal privileges (...) granted to them by the kings or great barons on whose land they happened to be situated.’[footnoteRef:9] By saying this, Postan inherently counterargues the concept of a non-feudal presence, clarifying that said ‘extra-feudal’ towns still required a feudal system to exist outside of its boundaries. From Postan too, then, it can be seen that it is not entirely fair to say medieval towns were non-feudal in a larger feudal system. For them to exist under his definition of a non-feudal town, they must be given the right to leave feudalism by a monarch or noble, thus meaning these rights could be revoked by said landowner. Using the original text where the phrase originates implies that they are not truly free of feudalism, only its economic limitations. [9:  ibid., p. 213.] 

[bookmark: _Int_FqJZidGg]Beyond these definitions and conceptions mentioned, with their inherent disagreements and contradictions, there is another crucial school of thought when considering the feudal system. By the time Postan had written ‘The Medieval Economy and Society’, the usage of feudalism to describe the general governance of the medieval world had already been deeply controversial for some time, with the uneasiness of some academics to use the term ‘for years’ being recorded by Elizabeth A.R. Brown in 1974[footnoteRef:10]. Brown makes the claim that feudalism became the academic consensus in the mid-nineteenth century, and that the theory had ’dominated the study of the medieval past’[footnoteRef:11] until the then-present. Brown offers no definition of feudalism, as she sees the current conception of feudalism as a deeply self-contradicting one, which requires a high tolerance of these contradictions and impossibilities to agree with. Brown also quotes H.G. Richardson and G.O. Sayles, writing in the year 1963, as referring to the terms ’feudal’ and ’feudalistic’ as ’the most regrettable coinages ever put into circulation to debase the language of historians (...) we would, if we could, avoid using them’[footnoteRef:12], though they could not avoid using it due to its then-ubiquity in medieval studies. That historians more than sixty years ago were in dispute over whether feudalism was a problematic term and yet were constrained by academic consensus is incredibly important to whether any definition involving the greater feudal system can be said to be fair. As the concept of ’non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’ originates from a publication nine years after two prominent historians disavowed the term, it is immediately deeply contentious on whether such a feudal sea can exist, and such dispute and controversy makes the usage of the phrase an inherently unfair and inaccurate way to describe medieval towns, as it requires a consensus where there is none, and there was none at the time of its origination. 

To consider ‘non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’ as a fair description of towns in the Middle Ages is an endeavour which is extremely difficult, if not impossible, regardless of if you believe feudalism was an overarching societal structure or not. The existence of towns as islands in a feudal sea requires an agreement that there is a unilateral, universally agreed upon definition of said feudal sea. However, this ‘sea’ cannot be measured objectively, its dimensions and its core components not agreed upon even by scholars when feudalism was academic consensus. While broad ideas may share commonality between Bloch, Ganshof and Postan’s conceptions of feudalism, they are not mutually intelligible, and with Ganshof limiting his writings to almost exclusively the Carolingian-controlled areas of France and Germany and not believing that areas outside of this were within his definition of feudalism[footnoteRef:13], Bloch defining two entirely separate feudal eras of European history which he only gave vague constraints to in chronological terms[footnoteRef:14], and Postan limiting his discussions of feudalism entirely to Britain and not offering a definition of any kind, little can truly be said to be in common between these. That Postan’s original statement that towns were ’feudal islands in non-feudal seas’ was entirely about British towns further complicates this. It cannot be said that a statement such as this can be fair across all of feudalism when it is only applied to towns in one specific location. Additionally, feudalism as a construct is commonly seen as a problematic theory, one which has been used to describe a uniform, distinct and stratified class system which did not exist to the degree which was once claimed. It is therefore, in my opinion, unfair to say that towns in the Middle Ages were ’non-feudal islands in a feudal sea’ to any greater extent than a very local one. It can be argued that towns were uniquely able to exist as outside the economic system of feudalism, but even by Postan, it is stated that this was a privilege levied onto towns by their feudal rulers, and this conception of feudalism only existed in Britain in the Middle Ages, with Postan’s focus only on British history allowing no access to a greater perspective. In any and every case, therefore, it is not a reasonable or fair way to describe towns in the Middle Ages, and relies on an inherent understanding of an unclear, deeply flawed construction. [10:  Elizabeth A.R. Brown, ’The Tyranny of a Construct: Feudalism and Historians of Medieval Europe’, The American Historical Review, 79.4 (1974), 1063-1088 (p. 1063). <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1869563> [accessed 30 November 2025]]  [11:  ibid., p. 1065.]  [12:  ibid., p. 1066.]  [13:  Ganshof, Feudalism, p. xvii]  [14:  Abels, ‘The Historiography of a Construct: “Feudalism” and the Medieval Historian’, 2025.] 
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