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Abstract
Although real wages have long been a cornerstone of our understanding of the premodern
economy, in recent years historians have become sceptical about their usefulness as a proxy
for living standards. One of the main concerns is that, before industrialization, most
households did not depend on wages but were self-employed. This article therefore
proposes a new methodology to test the representativeness of real wage series for the
general population by comparing changes in the purchasing power of builders’ wages
with the relative position of building labourers in tax lists. Not surprisingly, it confirms
their exceptional position, which evolved according to remuneration. Instead of
disregarding the unreal wages, the methodology shows a promising path forward. The
relationship between changes in wage income and the relative position in fiscal sources
can be exploited to identify other groups who were or became dependent on this type of
labour. Accordingly, it holds the potential to retrace shifts in the functional distribution
of income and the wage systems for different groups in the premodern economy.

Introduction: The Issue of Wage Labour in Premodern Europe

In 2001, Robert Allen confidently wrote: “Wages and prices have long been central
concerns of economic historians, for they bear on such fundamental issues as the
pace of economic development, economic leadership and the standard of living.”1

Since then, however, a growing body of historical research has become critical of
such widely available but very crude measures of social and economic life as the
purchasing power of wages. Increasingly, the sources and methods often used to

*This research was funded by the FWO in the context of the PhD project 1139916N, entitled “A Golden
Age for Labour?”. Additional funding was provided by the Antwerp Interdisciplinary Platform for Research
into Inequality (AIPRIL). Some parts of the article were adapted from Sam Geens, “A Golden Age for
Labour? Income and Wealth before and after the Black Death in the Southern Low Countries and the
Republic of Florence (1275–1550)” (PhD Thesis, 2 vols, University of Antwerp, 2023).

1Robert C. Allen, “The Great Divergence in EuropeanWages and Prices from the Middle Ages to the First
World War”, Explorations in Economic History, 38 (2001), pp. 411–447, p. 411.
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map changing living standards are deemed unsatisfactory, if not completely unreliable,
for the premodern period and even much of the modern period. As a result, historians
ironically introduced the metaphor of “unreal wages” to denote the criticized real wage
series.2 We will not reproduce all the sets of arguments but will simply summarize the
major arguments, which foster suspicion when translating data on wages and prices
into living standard experiences.3 Observations of daily wages are often gathered
from large building schemes and big institutional employers. These can hardly be
deemed representative of an entire economy. Whether subcontracted workers
actually received the full wages their masters charged to these institutions is another
question entirely. While data on daily wages are readily available, the number of
days worked, the income of other family members, let alone from other sources of
income, and so forth are all subject to speculation. Most importantly in the context
of this article, the relationship between wage labour and living standards is often
questioned because many people, both in towns and in the countryside, were largely
self-employed. Our central aim is to empirically test this critique by benchmarking
specific groups of wage labourers in different urban communities in the Southern
Low Countries between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. We will develop a
new method to assess how unreal wage series are and show how they can still be
fundamental to the study of premodern living standards, albeit for different reasons
than traditionally claimed.

In the following pages, wage labour is defined as “work, which is performed on the
basis of a contract between a worker and an employer, and which the employer
remunerates in the form of a wage”.4 It implies a voluntary exchange on the market,
even though power relations were often asymmetrical. Prior to the nineteenth
century, this form of labour was the exception rather than the rule in many parts of
Europe. Precise figures on wage dependency are rare and often rest on multiple
assumptions, but they help to reveal the exceptional position of wage labourers in
premodern societies. Even in the highly urbanized and commercialized Low
Countries, many households enjoyed an entrepreneurial or non-marketed income.5

For example, in the Brabantine city of ’s-Hertogenbosch, the maximum share of
wage income in gross urban income amounted to approximately seventeen per cent
in the sixteenth century, while the entrepreneurial income was about 46.5 per cent.6

2John Hatcher, “Unreal Wages: Long-Run Living Standards and the ‘Golden Age’ of the Fifteenth
Century”, in Ben Dodds and Christian Liddy (eds), Commercial Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs in
the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, 2011), pp. 1–24; Jane Humphries and Jacob Weisdorf, “Unreal Wages?
Real Income and Economic Growth in England, 1260–1850”, The Economic Journal, 129:623 (2019),
pp. 2867–2887.

3For an introduction to the topic, see John Hatcher and Judy Z. Stephenson (eds), Seven Centuries of
Unreal Wages: The Unreliable Data, Sources and Methods that Have Been Used for Measuring Standards
of Living in the Past, Palgrave Studies in Economic History (Cham, 2018).

4Jan Lucassen, “Wage Labour”, in Karin Hofmeester and Marcel van der Linden (eds), Handbook The
Global History of Work (Berlin, 2018), pp. 395–410, p. 395.

5Bruno Blondé, Marc Boone, and Anne-Laure Van Bruaene, City and Society in the Low Countries,
1100–1600 (Cambridge, 2018).

6The wage labour share in this methodology is even an overrepresentation since entrepreneurial profits
were assessed by artificially allocating one full-time unskilled labour wage (for every household in town)
to the wage labour component. Bruno Blondé, Jord Hanus, and Wouter Ryckbosch, “The Rise of the
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At about the same time, only a quarter of all work was performed by wage labourers in
the countryside of Inland Flanders.7 Even in the late nineteenth century, household
accounts reveal that the marketed income of the male head still amounted to less
than half of the household income in the Low Countries as a whole.8 In early
twentieth-century Brussels, workers in the building industry still regularly switched
from wage to independent labour.9

The limited dependency on wages is certainly not unique to households of the Low
Countries. Similar patterns have been observed for most European regions during the
premodern period.10 This is not to say that wage labour was a marginal phenomenon
in this part of the world. From the High Middle Ages onwards, this form of
employment became increasingly important as a result of economic transformations,
proletarianization, and the relative supply of labour.11 These processes seem to have
gathered pace by the end of the early modern period, especially through
(proto-)industrialization. However, its evolution was never linear nor uniform across
space. Contrary to our earlier examples of ’s-Hertogenbosch and Flanders, wage work
was already dominant in the sixteenth-century countryside of the Guelders River
area, amounting to fifty-seven per cent of the total labour input, especially due to the
dominance of large tenant farmers.12 Likewise, England was a clear frontrunner:
about two-thirds of the population was already wage-dependent by the eighteenth
century.13 Conversely, the importance of wage labour declined significantly in parts
of Northern and Eastern Europe from the sixteenth century because of the
reintroduction of serfdom and its accompanying forms of coerced labour, such as the
corvée.14

The above variations in the prevalence of wage labour show that we cannot simply
assume a fixed or steadily increasing correlation between general living standards and
real wage series. Instead, we need a better understanding of how the organization of

Fiscal State? Urban Finances, Politics and Social Inequality in Sixteenth-Century ’s-Hertogenbosch”, in
Bruno Blondé et al. (eds), Inequality and the City in the Low Countries (1200–2020), Studies in European
Urban History, vol. L (1100–1800) (Turnhout, n.d.), pp. 179–207, p. 177.

7Bas J.P. van Bavel, “Rural Wage Labour in the Sixteenth-Century Low Countries: An Assessment of the
Importance and Nature of Wage Labour in the Countryside of Holland, Guelders and Flanders”, Continuity
and Change, 21:1 (2006), pp. 37–72, p. 62.

8Joyce Burnette, “How Not to Measure the Standard of Living: Male Wages, Non-Market Production and
Household Income in Nineteenth-Century Europe”, The Economic History Review, online early view (2024).

9Peter Scholliers, “Loonontwikkeling, conjunctuur en arbeidsverhoudingen in het bouwvak in Brussel en
Parijs, 1855–1940”, Revue Belge d’Histoire Contemporaine, 21 (1990), pp. 1–47, pp. 23–24.

10For a general introduction, see, for example, Bert De Munck and Thomas M. Safley, A Cultural History
of Work in the Early Modern Age (London, 2020); Christine Fertig, Richard Paping, and Henry French,
Landless Households in Rural Europe, 1600–1900 (Woodbridge, 2022).

11S.A. Epstein, Wage Labor and Guilds in Medieval Europe (Chapel Hill, 1991).
12Van Bavel, “Rural Wage Labour”, pp. 45–50.
13John Rule, The Labouring Classes in Early Industrial England, 1750–1850 (London, 1986), pp. 18–19.
14Alessandro Stanziani, “Serfs, Slaves, or Wage Earners? The Legal Status of Labour in Russia from a

Comparative Perspective, from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century”, Journal of Global History, 3:2
(2008), pp. 183–202; Marko Bojcun, The Workers’ Movement and the National Question in Ukraine:
1897–1918 (Leiden, 2021), pp. 36–62, see esp. table 5; Kathryn Gary et al., “Monopsony Power and
Wages: Evidence from the Introduction of Serfdom in Denmark”, The Economic Journal, 132:648 (2022),
pp. 2835–2872.
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labour changed over time and across space. In this sense, we follow a long line of
historians who have stressed the social rather than the economic aspects of wages.15

Which groups relied predominantly on wage labour and to what extent did this
affect their income compared with others? Premodern labour markets are often
characterized as imperfect with large frictions. As a consequence, the bargaining
power and job mobility of wage workers were often limited, forcing them to be
price takers.16 Was this fundamentally different for self-employed households, such
as brewers, who needed lots of capital to run a business, and butchers, for whom
access to a meat stall depended on family ties? Conversely, what about the poorly
paid, allegedly ‘independent’ pin-makers of ’s-Hertogenbosch who relied upon large
international merchants for employment?17 Several authors have already argued that
some self-employed craftsmen evolved into semi-wage labourers in the sixteenth
century.18 Yet the cultural and social perception of wage labour was often negative
because it implied a subordinate relationship with an employer at a time when
personal freedom was held in high regard.19 Did such norms impact the
competition between different forms of labour and, subsequently, the income
derived from them? These questions urge us to reflect upon the place of wage
labour in premodern society and to critically rethink real wages as a proxy for
general living standards. As Hatcher acknowledges:

There is a pressing need to create a far better representation of the population as a
whole across seven centuries of massive economic and social change by moving
far beyond builders and agricultural labourers to gather information on the
incomes provided by a far greater range of occupations and social strata.20

While Hatcher’s call is imperative to the debate, it presents significant
methodological challenges as sources detailing the income of non-wage earners are
extremely rare. In the following pages, we therefore propose a new approach to
measure the representativeness of real wage series for the wider population.
Paradoxically, we suggest putting building labourers and their remuneration centre
stage again. Key to our methodology is a systematic benchmarking of this group in

15See, for example, Donald Woodward, “Wage Rates and Living Standards in Pre-Industrial England”,
Past & Present, 91 (1981), pp. 28–46; Peter Scholliers, “Real Wages and the Standard of Living in the
Nineteenth and Early-Twentieth Centuries: Some Theoretical and Methodological Elucidations”,
Vierteljahrschrift für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 83:3 (1996), pp. 307–333; Hatcher, “Unreal Wages”.

16For the building industry, see, for example, Meredith M. Paker, Judy Z. Stephenson, and Patrick Wallis,
“Nominal Wage Patterns, Monopsony, and Labour Market Power in Early Modern England”, The Economic
History Review, early view online (2024).

17Bruno Blondé, De sociale structuren en economische dynamiek van ’s-Hertogenbosch, 1500–1550
(Tilburg, 1987), p. 115.

18Etienne Scholliers, “Vrije en onvrije arbeiders voornamelijk te Antwerpen in de 16de eeuw”, Bijdragen
voor de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden, 11 (1956), pp. 285–322.

19Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly, Worthy Efforts: Attitudes to Work and Workers in Pre-Industrial Europe
(Leiden, 2012), pp. 426–547.

20John Hatcher, “Seven Centuries of Unreal Wages”, in John Hatcher and Judy Z. Stephenson (eds), Seven
Centuries of Unreal Wages: The Unreliable Data, Sources and Methods that Have Been Used for Measuring
Standards of Living in the Past (London, 2018), p. 53.
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fiscal sources as a proxy for the income hierarchy of society at large. As a proof of
concept, we apply this approach to several cities in three subregions of the Southern
Low Countries between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, namely the County
of Flanders, the County of Hainaut, and the Duchy of Brabant. We demonstrate
how the waxing and waning of builders’ fiscal position in society at large did not
follow a haphazard path. On the contrary, as a rule, periods of rising purchasing
power of wage-earning building craftsmen corresponded to periods in which they
improved their position within the social hierarchy. Conversely, when the price
revolution put pressure on the consumer baskets that could be bought by carpenters
and masons, they again dropped in the fiscal ranking. This is suggestive of the
relative stability and resilience of the incomes earned by the majority of the
self-employed in society. It also supports the idea that real wages are an important
proxy for assessing the changing functional distribution of income in pre-industrial
societies rather than a proxy for general living standards.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, we explain our rationale
for focusing on building workers in the Southern Low Countries and discuss their
most important characteristics, such as the evolution of their real wages and the
organization of the building industry. Next, we introduce the new methodology
along with the sources and datasets used for our proof of concept. We explain how
to identify different groups of wage labourers in taxation lists through record
linking in the city accounts. The results of the approach are presented in the
following section, where we assess the evolving fiscal position of the 1114 identified
workers vis-à-vis the rest of society. Finally, we discuss the implications of our
findings for studying living standards in premodern Europe. Like others before us,
we advocate for the social contextualization of wage series. In doing so, we also
formulate an apology for the “unreal wages”, showing how they are still highly
valuable and indispensable to the research.

The Case Study: Building Labourers in the Southern Low Countries

The Southern Low Countries offer an excellent test case to (re)assess the relationship
between real wages and living standards during the premodern period thanks to their
commercialized economies and rich archival sources. About one-third of the region’s
population lived in cities between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries.21

Accordingly, the demand for specialized building craftsmen was significant. Labour
markets were well developed even though important barriers and frictions existed.
In cities, guilds controlled access to the craft and regulated labour markets from at
least the end of the thirteenth century. For example, to be recognized as a master
carpenter in Bruges in 1441, sons of already registered masters only needed to pay
26 gr. Fl., the equivalent of two and a half days of skilled work, whereas newcomers
from Flanders had to pay 506 gr. Fl. (50.6 days) and those from outside the county
746 gr. Fl. (74.6 days). Journeymen were not allowed to work for other employers
until they completed their tasks on an ongoing project. In addition, the carpenters’

21Wim P. Blockmans et al., “Tussen crisis en welvaart; sociale verandering 1300–1500”, in Dirk P. Blok
(ed.), Algemene Geschiedenis Der Nederlanden (Haarlem, 1980), pp. 42–86.
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guild enforced standardized wage levels and prohibited work on holidays, Sundays,
and at night. Similar regulations can be found in other guilds of building craftsmen
throughout the Southern Low Countries.22

According to Jean-Pierre Sosson, these regulations created structural inequalities in
the building industry. Indeed, masters and their sons occupied a privileged position in
the guilds. Next to professional titles and family ties, a distinction must be made based
on access to capital and the reliance on wage work. While labourers of all skill levels
were the most regulated category in the building industry, entrepreneurs enjoyed a
great deal of freedom. A few large players monopolized the lucrative trade in raw
materials: most of these had to be sourced outside the region and implied high
transportation and organization costs. In contrast to wages, the prices of these
goods and services were never fixed. Because most contracts for large construction
projects were assigned through reverse auction, large entrepreneurs could use this
advantage to outbid smaller players. The need for floating capital to prefinance such
projects also enhanced economic inequalities. As a result, capital became concentrated
in the hands of a few masters in the Southern Low Countries. Unsurprisingly, these
entrepreneurs used their economic power to gain political capital. Many held the
position of dean or judge in the guild for multiple years or were even elected as
aldermen in the urban government. Accordingly, a select group of entrepreneurs set
the rules and decided upon their enforcement. Entering this exclusive group was
therefore difficult without pre-existing wealth and/or familial ties.23

Structural inequalities shaped the day-to-day organization of labour in the building
industry. As we have seen, a fewmajor entrepreneursmanaged the larger projects. Their
incomes relied on the profit margins of subcontracting workers and reselling materials.
Detailed accounts of these activities have barely survived from before the seventeenth
century, but we may look at the expenses of large ecclesiastical and urban institutions
instead because they often managed several major construction works themselves. To
this end, they hired one or more supervisors, usually prominent master carpenters
and/or masons, to organize and inspect all the different tasks.24 Although they
received a significant annual salary for their organizational services, supervisors often
generated more income from using their privileged positions, employing themselves
as labourers and suppliers. In the urban administration of Bruges, supervisors even
evolved from salaried officials to full-fledged contractors during the fifteenth century,
showcasing the social and functional similarities between the two groups.25

22Nicolaas H.L. van den Heuvel, De ambachtsgilden van ’s-Hertogenbosch voor 1629 (Utrecht, 1946);
Jean-Pierre Sosson, Les travaux publics de la ville de Bruges. XIVe–XVe siècles (Brussels, 1977),
pp. 131–150; Tineke Van Gassen, “Sociale mobiliteit binnen de ambachten van de metselaars en
timmerlieden in het 15de-eeuwse Gent”, Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en
Oudheidkunde te Gent, 66 (2012), pp. 3–60, p. 8.

23Sosson, Lest travaux publics, pp. 155–201; Johan Dambruyne, Corporatieve middengroepen: aspiraties,
relaties en transformaties in de 16de-eeuwse Gentse ambachtswereld (Ghent, 2002), esp. pp. 76–78.

24Merlijn Hurx, “The Rise of the Building Contractor in the Fifteenth Century in the Low Countries: The
Case of Godevaert De Bosschere”, Aedificare. Revue internationale d’histoire de la construction, 1:3 (2018)
pp.159–176. The role of supervisors was similar in Normandy. See Philippe Lardin, “Le rôle des maîtres
des œuvres sur les chantiers du bâtiment en Normandie à la fin du moyen âge”, Aedificare. Revue
internationale d’histoire de la construction, 1:3 (2018) pp. 57–82.

25Sosson, Les travaux publics, pp. 165–166.
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To complete the various building tasks, a plethora of workers were employed by
contractors and supervisors. The vast majority were paid a wage for every day they
toiled. This included trained craftsmen who brought their own tools to process the
provided materials on the construction site, which was usually the case for
carpenters, masons, pavers, plasterers, plumbers, stonecutters, thatchers, and tilers.
Sawyers were remunerated as a group because sawing timber required a coordinated
team of at least two people. Prior to the seventeenth century, the wages of masters
and journeymen were identical as long as they performed the same work.26

However, due to their inferior status and limited employment opportunities,
journeymen regularly performed less rewarding tasks that required little training
and expertise, such as moving materials, clearing debris, or digging trenches.
Notwithstanding the involvement of journeymen, such tasks were predominantly
performed by wage labourers who had no formal training and who were not
members of a guild.

Because sources rarely state the rank of individuals, we have chosen to differentiate
skilled and unskilled labourers in our analysis based on their remuneration. The
distinction can easily be made given the significant skill premium of at least fifty
per cent (see below) and the high uniformity of wages per task per project.
Depending on the nature of the building project, the ratio between the number of
employed skilled and unskilled labourers was roughly equal or in favour of the
latter. For example, the accounts of the Flemish city of Geraardsbergen contain
4748 days of unskilled labour (68.1 per cent of the total) compared with 2219 days
of skilled labour (31.9 per cent) between the fifteenth and the middle of the
sixteenth centuries.27 In the same period, ecclesial institutions in Ghent employed
unskilled workers for 7895 days (46.6 per cent) and skilled workers for 9056 days
(53.4 per cent).28 The difference can be explained by the large investments made by
Geraardsbergen in roadworks and fortifications, jobs that require lots of moving
materials and digging, whereas the abbeys and hospitals focused on maintaining
their buildings, increasing the need for trained craftsmen.

Observations on wages for skilled and unskilled building labourers for different
parts of the Southern Low Countries are readily available thanks to extensive past
studies.29 Recently, Sam Geens has compiled all these data to reconstruct real wage

26Dambruyne, Corporatieve middengroepen, pp. 77–78.
27Etienne Scholliers, “Lonen in steden en dorpen van Oost-Vlaanderen”, in C. Verlinden (ed.),

Dokumenten voor de geschiedenis van prijzen en lonen in Vlaanderen en Brabant (Bruges, 1965),
pp. 514–577.

28Etienne Scholliers, “Lonen Te Gent”, in Charles Verlinden (ed.), Dokumenten voor de geschiedenis van
prijzen en lonen in Vlaanderen en Brabant (Bruges, 1965), pp. 354–461.

29See especially Charles Verlinden (ed.), Dokumenten voor de geschiedenis van prijzen en lonen in
Vlaanderen en Brabant, 4 vols (Bruges, 1959–1973); Herman Van der Wee, The Growth of the Antwerp
Market and the European Economy. Fourteenth–Sixteenth Century (Antwerp, 1963); Gérard Sivéry,
Structures agraires et vie rurale dans le Hainaut à la fin du moyen-âge, 2 vols (Lille, 1977); John Munro,
“Builders’ Wages in Southern England and the Southern Low Countries, 1346–1500: A Comparative
Study of Trends in and Levels of Real Incomes” (paper presented at the L’Edilizia prima della rivoluzione
industriale, secc. XIII–XVIII, Atti delle “Settimana di Studi” e altri convegni, Istituto Internazionale di
Storia Economica F. Datini, 2005).

International Review of Social History 27

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000045 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000045


series for the three subregions under study (see Figure 1).30 Figure 2 reveals the
evolution of daily wages of skilled craftsmen for the capitals of the County of
Hainaut (Mons), the County of Flanders (Bruges and Ghent), and the Duchy of
Brabant (Antwerp). Wages are expressed in consumer baskets (i.e. a bundle of basic
necessities related to clothing, fuel, food, and drink).31 The trend for unskilled
labourers is nearly identical and therefore not included; the skill premium
fluctuated between 1.5 and 2.2 throughout the period.

In general, Figure 2 displays evolutions similar to other parts of Northwestern
Europe: real wages were low before the Black Death, skyrocketed afterwards, and
remained stable at this high level during the fifteenth century before plummeting
in the sixteenth century. Some regional differences can be distinguished, however.
The level of remuneration was the highest in Bruges and Ghent, the largest cities
of the medieval Southern Low Countries. Here, the increase in wages after the
Black Death arrived relatively late.32 In this respect, the evolution in Mons
conforms better to the typical Northwestern pattern. The remuneration of skilled
labour tripled between 1340 and 1400. Its trend and level were similar to those
found in Antwerp up to the middle of the sixteenth century. At that time, the
Brabantine city was the only one displaying an increase in real wages. Building

Figure 1. Selected cases in the Southern Low Countries.
Notes: Map created with QGis 3.36. Shapefile of the medieval Low Countries provided by GIStorical Antwerp.

30Geens, “A Golden Age for Labour?”, vol. 1, pp. 45–96.
31The composition of the basket is identical for all locations and is based on the one proposed by Paolo

Malanima. Paolo Malanima, “When Did England Overtake Italy? Medieval and Early Modern Divergence in
Prices and Wages”, European Review of Economic History, 17:1 (2013), pp. 45–70.

32Joris Roosen and Daniel R. Curtis, “The ‘Light Touch’ of the Black Death in the Southern Netherlands:
An Urban Trick?”, The Economic History Review, 72:1 (2019), pp. 32–56.
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craftsmen owed this favourable position to the commercial efflorescence of
Antwerp, which had taken over the leading role from Bruges as the most
important trade hub of the Low Countries. This recovery is exceptional, however,
even within the Duchy of Brabant. Most localities in the Southern Low Countries
experienced a prolonged decline in purchasing power during the rest of the
sixteenth century.

Aside from wage labourers, contractors and supervisors also paid independent
masters for (half-)finished materials, such as windows or planks made in off-site
workshops, but they remained a minority in the accounts of the institutions
studied. On the private market, master craftsmen probably had more opportunities
to work independently as many jobs were small and required less coordination. For
example, building accounts for two townhouses in sixteenth-century Bruges reveal
that craftsmen were often paid per task instead of per day.33 From the late fifteenth
century on, this market specialized, judging from the increasing quantity of and
detail found in building contracts.34 Although we should not underestimate the
importance of these smaller entrepreneurial activities, pointing to a more mixed
form of income for some master craftsmen, the vast majority of workers in the
building industry were largely dependent on wage work to earn a living. According
to Johan Dambruyne, no other industry was characterized by such high numbers of
masters working for a daily wage.35 Even in the small independent workshops, wage
labour was common as the usual restrictions on the number of employers per
master were often absent. One exception is the cabinetmakers in fourteenth-century

Figure 2. The real wages of building craftsmen in the Southern Low Countries (1286–1550).
Source: Geens, “A Golden Age for Labour?”.

33Albert Schouteet, “De bouwrekening van twee gewone burgershuizen te Brugge 1541–1542”,
Handelingen van het Genootschap voor Geschiedenis, 104:3–4 (1967), pp. 152–171.

34Gabri van Tussenbroek, “Building Contracts in the Low Countries. Provisions Concerning Form and
Quality Control in the Construction Industry (1350–1650)”, Construction History, 32:1 (2017), pp. 1–20.

35Dambruyne, Corporatieve middengroepen, pp. 77–78.
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Bruges. Yet they could still employ up to five persons per atelier.36 An overview of the
effective ratio between independent master craftsmen and wage-earning apprentices and
journeymen is missing for the medieval period. However, figures for eighteenth-century
Ghent may be indicative of the atypical character of the building industry in premodern
times. On average, across all sectors, one master employed 1.3 journeymen and
apprentices. In retail and transportation, many businesses operated without permanent
help. In stark contrast, master carpenters on average relied on 6.6 aides and master
masons on no fewer than 10.1!37 In no other occupation were figures this high. To this,
we should also add the army of unskilled labourers who were not part of the guild and
remained unrecorded. As we have seen, they often outnumbered their skilled colleagues.

Although the building industry hardly seems representative of society at large, we
should not discount the sector as a touchstone too quickly. The building industry was
by no means a marginal phenomenon. Based on data from militia and tax lists, we can
estimate that about ten to fifteen per cent of the male urban population with an
occupation toiled in construction in the counties of Flanders and Hainaut during
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This figure is relatively high for the Late
Middle Ages. In comparison, building craftsmen only constituted around five per
cent of the total in Nuremberg and Florence.38 The difference can be attributed to
the power of the building guilds in the Southern Low Countries. They prohibited
hiring non-members on projects in the city unless there was a severe labour
shortage or a lack of expertise. Moreover, the wages of these unfree craftsmen were
set well below those of affiliated craftsmen, even in the less regulated countryside.39

Given the severe economic disadvantages for non-members, and given that citizens
were expected to reside in the city lest they lose their statute, craftsmen felt compelled
to live in cities. This urban concentration of building labourers in the Southern Low
Countries has the advantage that they can easily be identified in the sources and,
subsequently, benchmarked against the wider population. The next two sections
explain how this can be achieved and what sources are available to this end.

Methodological Framework

The idea to test the representativeness of real wage series of building labourers is hardly
new. In the past, historians have explored a whole range of alternative proxies for
premodern living standards, such as the material culture recorded in probate
inventories, the total wealth according to fiscal sources, or the GDP per capita
based on extensive modelling of economic performance.40 A confrontation of such
proxies and the position of building labourers vis-à-vis their remuneration is,

36Sosson, Lest travaux publics, pp. 148–149.
37Dambruyne, Corporatieve middengroepen, pp. 755–756.
38Amintore Fanfani, Storia Economica, vol. 1 (Turin, 1961), p. 299; Geens, “A Golden Age for Labour?”,

vol. 1, pp. 131–174.
39Scholliers, “Vrije en onvrije arbeiders”.
40See, for example, the different publications and datasets of the Maddison Project; Peter H. Lindert,

“Unequal English Wealth since 1670”, Journal of Political Economy, 94:6 (1986), pp. 1127–1162; Hülya
Canbakal and Alpay Filiztekin, “Wealth and Demography in Ottoman Probate Inventories: A Database
in Very Long-Term Perspective”, Historical Methods: A Journal of Quantitative and Interdisciplinary
History, 54:2 (2020), pp. 94–127.
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however, rare.41 Accordingly, it remains unclear to what extent real wages capture
changes in living standards for the population at large and building labourers in
particular.

One notable exception is the study of building craftsmen in sixteenth-
century ’s-Hertogenbosch by Bruno Blondé and Jord Hanus. Their method
consisted of three important steps, which also form the point of departure of our
methodology. First, they scanned the city accounts for wage payments to masons,
carpenters, and unskilled construction workers. They selected every individual who
worked more than 200 days in any given year as a proxy for full-time wage labour.
For example, they found that the unskilled Willem Voss toiled 261 days for the city
according to the accounting book of 1507–1508. In the second step, the names of
the selected individuals were cross-referenced with those included in income taxes.
This allowed Blondé and Hanus to map the evolving position of building labourers
relative to the general population. The earlier mentioned Willem Voss belonged to
the 30th percentile according to the income levy of 1507–1508. In comparison, Jan
Peters was deemed too poor to contribute to the tax of 1552–1553 even though he
had performed similar work for the city for a comparable number of days (260
days) as Willem had four decades earlier. Apparently, the relative position of
unskilled building labourers had declined significantly during the first half of the
sixteenth century. In the third and final step, Blondé and Hanus utilized the
remuneration of the construction workers to estimate the income of the general
population. More specifically, they divided the tax levies of the selected labourers by
their annual wages, as derived from the city accounts, to approximate how much
income each unit of taxation represented. The ratio could then be applied to the
entire tax register. The results for the urban population at large deviated
considerably from the forecasts based on the real income of daily wages. In contrast
to the declining trend in real wage series, median households witnessed an increase
in their real income from 2.0 to 3.3 consumer baskets (+65 per cent) between 1501
and 1558 in ’s-Hertogenbosch. Thus, while the wage series did seem to capture the
trend in living standards for building labourers adequately, they did not do so for
society at large. As already mentioned, most households were not dependent on
wages only. Next to wealth as a source of income, most craftsmen and retailers
enjoyed an entrepreneurial income and proved resilient to purchasing power
fluctuations.42

To date, this methodology has not been applied to other periods or locations even
though it holds the promise of fundamentally reshaping our understanding of living
standards in the past. One possible reason is that the methodology requires the
combination of detailed city accounts and multiple, comparable taxes at regular
intervals for a single locality. Unfortunately, building work is often accounted for in
a limited way. As a result, it is often impossible to ascertain with certainty the total

41Luis Angeles, “GDP Per Capita or Real Wages? Making Sense of Conflicting Views on Pre-Industrial
Europe”, Explorations in Economic History, 45:2 (2008), pp. 147–163.

42Bruno Blondé and Jord Hanus, “Beyond Building Craftsmen: Economic Growth and Living Standards
in the Sixteenth-Century Low Countries: The Case of ’s-Hertogenbosch (1500–1560)”, European Review of
Economic History, 14:2 (2010), pp. 179–207.
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number of days labourers toiled per year based on urban government expenses only.
Building craftsmen could not rely on the urban government alone, hence they worked
for multiple employers and probably also in different formulae. Even in one of the
largest cities of the medieval Low Countries, Bruges, the accounts rarely mention
labourers who worked more than three months a year.43 The few cases of full
employment in ’s-Hertogenbosch that allow us to approximate yearly incomes, such
as those of Willem Voss and Jan Peters, are thus exceptional for the premodern
period. Moreover, the fiscal records for sixteenth-century ’s-Hertogenbosch are of
high quality and tax criteria are well documented. In contrast, for most localities we
have no idea about the precise tax criteria let alone how they changed over time. It
is therefore impossible to convert the levies of households into absolute income
levels even if the annual wage of some identified full-time labourers were available.

Given these limitations, we suggest major modifications for every step of the
Blondé–Hanus methodology to increase its applicability for our purposes and
enhance future comparative research elsewhere.44 For the first step, the
identification of wage labourers, we broadened the criteria to include the large
group that toiled for multiple employers. To this end, the city accounts were
scanned for anyone who performed wage work on construction sites irrespective of
the length of employment. Based on the structural inequalities in the building
industry outlined in the previous section, we distinguish three income profiles:
unskilled labourers, skilled labourers, and entrepreneurs. As we have seen, many
building labourers relied (largely) on wage income. Therefore, we hypothesize that
if skilled and unskilled real wage series represent anyone’s living standards, it must
be these respective two groups. The category of entrepreneurs encompasses all
independent masters and merchants who relied on subcontracting and/or delivering
materials for a living. As they derived most of their income from entrepreneurial
activities, much like the majority of the urban population, they will serve as a
control group. If the criticism of the representativeness of real wages is correct, we
should observe a significantly different evolution for entrepreneurs compared with
labourers.

How do we assign individuals to one of the three income groups if the city accounts
do not inform us about total employment? Because we are most interested in
benchmarking wage labourers, we apply the most rigid classification to these two
groups. We label anyone listed in the city accounts who performed contracted work
or delivered building materials as an entrepreneur, even if this entailed a one-time
small project or the delivery of a single stone and even if the individual was also
paid a wage for a substantial number of days. Through this process of elimination,
the remainder of our sample includes building craftsmen who, to the best of our
knowledge, only worked for wages. As mentioned, we differentiate between skilled
and unskilled labourers based on remuneration. If a worker, such as a journeyman,
performed both types of work, we classify him as a skilled labourer.

43In the 1480s, only nine workers did so. Only in one instance do we find employment of longer than 200
days, namely 207 days. Sosson, Les travaux publics, p. 255.

44These modifications were first outlined in Geens, “A Golden Age for Labour?”, vol. 1, pp. 139–184.
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The main advantage of this approach is that we can greatly increase the number of
observations even when the construction expenses in the accounts are limited. The
downside is that we probably misidentify some workers on the basis of a single
source: at the top of the distribution, we might miss some entrepreneurial activities.
At the bottom, we might include some men who only engaged in construction
labour intermittently. To minimize this bias, we introduce a modification to the
second step. When we assess the position of each group in the fiscal sources, we do
not look at the whole distribution of labourers or entrepreneurs but instead focus
on the middle two quartiles (Q2 and Q3) as a proxy for the general experience of
each group. For example, for the period between 1390 and 1409, we identified
twenty skilled labourers in the Flemish city accounts (see below). We assume that
our method misidentified some workers as fully employed wage labourers, so we
exclude the five individuals with the highest contributions and the five with the
lowest in the corresponding tax lists.

The second step does not simply involve benchmarking the three groups in a given
year but also compares their taxation with the rest of society over time. Whereas
Blondé and Hanus could employ the informative income taxes of ’s-Hertogenbosch
as a proxy for absolute income differences between households, such an approach is
often unfeasible because most sources are mute about the tax criteria. Prior to the
sixteenth century, a hybrid system was in place across the Low Countries in which
wealth, income, and perceived socio-economic status were assessed together.
Nevertheless, these mixed levies do not rank households in a random way. Collectors
were usually selected from among prominent local figures and had sufficient
knowledge to assess the ability to pay given that premodern societies relied heavily on
credit and estimating creditworthiness was thus essential to economic life.45 In this
sense, we believe that the relative fiscal ranking rather than the absolute differences in
tax assessments can still be informative about differences in income. Given that
income and wealth are strongly connected, we may assume that on an aggregated
level the ordinal fiscal positions of the three groups are comparable for lists that use a
different mixture of both criteria. For ’s-Hertogenbosch, we can even calculate the
correlation between two different types of taxes as a housing tax has been preserved
for 1505–1506 and a mixed levy for 1506–1507. Of the 2742 households, we were
able to retrace 1782 households in both sources (sixty-five per cent of the total). If we
compare their absolute contributions, a simple linear regression can only explain half
of the observations (R2 = 0.50; p < 0.001). However, if we compare the percentile
rankings of each household, the correlation –which we do not expect to be perfect –
is much higher (R2 = 0.77; p < 0.001). For 60.9 per cent of the households, the
rankings differed by less than ten percentiles between the two fiscal sources and only
5.3 per cent moved from one quartile in the distribution to another.46

45C. Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social Relations in Early Modern
England (London, 1998).

46The data were provided to us by Jord Hanus, for which we are grateful. Hereafter referred to as Hanus,
“Dataset ’s-Hertogenbosch”. For more details on the sources, see Jord Hanus, Tussen stad en eigen gewin.
Stadsfinanciën, renteniers en kredietmarkten in ’s-Hertogenbosch (begin zestiende eeuw) (Amsterdam, 2007).
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The common lack of serial income taxes is thus not problematic for our
methodology. Instead of retracing absolute evolutions, we can exploit the
relationship between fiscal and income hierarchies by mapping the relative changes
in the position of construction workers vis-à-vis the rest of society. For each group,
we calculate the percentile distribution of the middle two quartiles at regular
intervals. For example, the earlier mentioned ten skilled wage labourers from
Flanders in 1390–1409 ranked between the 38th and 67th percentiles in taxation
records, but their colleagues in 1430–1449 were only situated between the 30th and
56th percentiles, a clear deterioration of their relative position in the fiscal sources
(see below).

This change to a non-parametric approach comes at a cost: we cannot estimate the
absolute income levels for every household based on their tax assessment or levy. At
the same time, it opens up the full range of available tax lists as well as the inclusion of
as many observations of building craftsmen as possible. We are no longer bound to
income taxes alone. This is especially valuable for the medieval period, when pure
income taxes were rare. Moreover, the new approach enables the grouping of data
across time and space. While the absolute levies of different tax lists are often
impossible to combine due to the absence of clear tax criteria, the relative position
of specific groups can easily be aggregated and compared without this information.
Obviously, a statistical test is needed to check if the structure of the building
industry deviated significantly in a certain location or period, but the potential to
expand the analysis is immense. Research into the premodern period is limited by
the fragmentary nature of the source material. We often possess a few taxes
scattered throughout time and space. Thanks to our modifications we can now
combine them to cautiously assess long-term evolutions in the relative position of
building craftsmen in society. In this article, we have opted to do this at a
twenty-year interval. Such an interval proves long enough to overcome the most
volatile fluctuations in the real wage series but is short enough to remain sensitive
to structural changes in remuneration.

The issue of remuneration brings us to the third and final step of our methodology.
For Blondé and Hanus, the annual wages of specific labourers were the key to
estimating the ratio between tax levies and income levels, but such an exercise is
not possible based on the relative measures we just proposed. Nevertheless, a
confrontation between the fiscal position of the identified groups and the real wages
is still valuable. If we compare the relative trends of both variables, they should look
similar for the skilled and unskilled labourers if wages are representative of their
income. By contrast, the two should be unrelated for the entrepreneurs. In other
words, the confrontation allows us to test whether changes in remuneration are
really driving the trends we observe for wage labourers. As we will see, the declining
fiscal position of skilled labourers between 1390 and 1449 was indeed mirrored by a
drop in purchasing power (from 11.2 to 9.9 baskets).

In sum, our methodology consists of three steps. First, we identify construction
workers in city accounts and classify them as unskilled wage labourers, skilled wage
labourers, or entrepreneurs. Next, we cross-reference their names with available tax
lists for the same cities. For the middle two quartiles (Q2–Q3) of every group, we
calculate their position within the entire fiscal population per twenty-year interval,
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based on their percentile rankings. Finally, we compare the relative changes in their
fiscal position with the changes in real wage series. If our hypothesis is correct, we
should observe that wage labourers moved up or down the social ladder in
accordance with their purchasing power while entrepreneurs, the control group, did
not.

Sources for the Southern Low Countries

The potential of the outlined methodology is explored for three subregions of the
Southern Low Countries. We focus foremost on the County of Flanders, the
economic centre until the sixteenth century. Here, we find the most extensive
collection of medieval city accounts. Many boast a nearly continuous series and
some already commence in the late thirteenth century. Unfortunately, taxation
records are less abundant and only become available from the late fourteenth
century. We selected the most comprehensive tax records for towns with more than
1000 inhabitants or 250 households. Below this threshold, the economic nature of
urban communities becomes difficult to discern from larger villages in the countryside
and –more importantly – the number of building labourers becomes too limited to be
reliable.47 A full overview of the included communities and their sources can be found
in Table 1 and Figure 1. Our sample includes both major cities with a regional or
international network, such as Bruges and Kortrijk, and small towns mainly servicing
their immediate hinterlands, such as Ninove and Eeklo. The size of the community
and the scale of the economy may influence the fiscal position of building labourers.
However, a multivariate regression analysis does not reveal any significant differences
between the included locations (p > 0.05 for all location dummies; see Table 2). This
can be explained by the high degree of mobility of medieval building labourers. More
ambitious artisans would move from one city to the next in search of better
opportunities. Wealthier communities probably attracted more talented or well-off
workers.48 Certainly, the absolute difference between the economic elite and the
building labourers would be greater in, say, Bruges compared with Ninove, but the
relative difference is similar.

The lack of fiscal data for the early fourteenth century implies that we cannot assess
the impact of the huge increase in real wages after the Black Death. To this end, we
include the County of Hainaut. Although medieval sources are comparatively scant,
some exceptionally early tax registers have been preserved for its capital, the
medium-sized city of Mons. Tax records encompassing the entire urban population
are available for the years 1295 and 1365. However, building expenses were not
recorded in detail in the city accounts until the 1320s. Before that, only the names
of contractors and suppliers were written down.49 In other words, we can only
retrace the fiscal position of entrepreneurs in the records of 1295. We therefore also

47Peter Stabel, De kleine stad in Vlaanderen: Bevolkingsdynamiek en economische functies van de kleine en
secundaire stedelijke centra in het Gentse kwartier (14de–16de eeuw) (Brussels, 1995), pp. 13–24.

48Bruno Blondé and Raymond Van Uytven, “De smalle steden en het Brabantse stedelijke netwerk in de
late middeleeuwen en de nieuwe tijd”, Lira Elegans, 6 (1996), pp. 129–182.

49Christiane Piérard, Les plus anciens comptes de la ville de Mons, 1279–1356 (Brussels, 1971),
pp. 330–346.
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Table 1. Identified building workers in tax registers and city accounts.

Year City Taxpayers (households) Fiscal categories Workers in city accounts (N) Workers in tax records (N)

1295 Mons 967 92 63 20

1329 Mons 1027 14 51 47

1365 Mons 1660 48 288 168

1382 Bruges (St.-Jacob) 1608 33 34 2

1394 Bruges (3 wards) 3651 99 23 11

1395 Damme 271 27 8 12

1399 Eeklo 532 38 79 34

1408 Ninove 371 16 53 19

1411 Oostende 611 18 90 45

1417 Eeklo 447 44 79 42

1440 Bruges (St.-John) 877 17 102 10

1440 Kortrijk 1792 85 33 8

1442 Diksmuide 621 31 64 64

1457 Diksmuide 654 38 58 22

1473 Veurne 490 31 47 20

1477 Kortrijk 728 38 132 16

1502 ’s-Hertogenbosch 2687 290 n/a 103

1505 ’s-Hertogenbosch 2457 177 n/a 89

1511 ’s-Hertogenbosch 2905 301 n/a 98

1547 ’s-Hertogenbosch 2977 174 n/a 70
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1552 ’s-Hertogenbosch 3593 112 n/a 132

1557 ’s-Hertogenbosch 3260 160 n/a 82

Total 34,186 1204 1114

Average 1554 85.6 75.3 50.6

Sources: Droits de meilleur catel sur les habitants de la ville de Mons, 1295, Archives de l’Etat à Mons, Mons, AEM.08.005, Tresorie des comtes de Hainaut: Recette des mortemains, 48; Le 3 sous dou jour
Saint Rémi, 1329, Archives de l’Etat à Mons, Mons, AEM.01.151, Commune Mons. Section ancienne, 1349; Comptes semestriels des recettes et dépenses du massard, 1338–1389, Archives de l’Etat à Mons,
Mons, AEM.01.151, Commune Mons. Section ancienne, 1427–1476; Paul Heupgen, “Le rôle de la taille de Mons de 1365”, Annales du cercle archéologique de Mons, 55 (1937), pp. 41–95; Willem De
Backere, Pointingboek van de glavye: Sint Jacobszestendeel, 1383, Stadsarchief Brugge, Bruges, Stadsrekeningen Annexe, s.n.; Ingrid De Meyer and Willy Vanderpijpen, “De sociale strukturen van de
St.-Jakobs-, St.-Niklaas-, en O.-L.-Vrouwzestendelen in Brugge in 1394–1396”, in Wim Blockmans et al. (eds), Studiën betreffende de sociale strukturen te Brugge, Kortrijk en Gent in de 14e en 15e
eeuw, Standen en Landen, LVII (Heule, 1972); Rekening van de tresoriers Mattiis Van Mendonc en Jan Van Ghedezbeke, 25 December 1394–25 December 1396, Algemeen Rijksarchief Brussel, Brussels,
CCRK67, Rekenkamers, Registers, Stadsrekeningen van het Graafschap Vlaanderen: Damme, 33545; Eric De Smet, “Eeklose en Lembeekse belastingbetalers, einde 14e–begin 15e eeuw”, De Eik,
driemaandelijks tijdschrift voor familiegeschiedenis Eeklo-Meetjesland, 2 (1980), pp. 124–149; Stadsrekening Ninove, 1408, Algemeen Rijksarchief Brussel, Brussels, CCRK67, Rekenkamers, Registers,
Stadsrekeningen van het Graafschap Vlaanderen: Eeklo, 37083; Stadsrekening Oostende, 1411, Algemeen Rijksarchief Brussel, Brussels, CCRK67, Rekenkamers, Registers, Stadsrekeningen van het
Graafschap Vlaanderen: Oostende, 37247; Pointingboek wekelijkse pointing: St.-Jans-zestendeel, 1440, Stadsarchief Brugge, Bruges, Stadsrekeningen Annexe, s.n.; Belastingrol van binnen- en
buitenpoorters, 1440, Rijksarchief Kortrijk, Kortrijk, Oud Stadsarchief Kortrijk (OSAK), 101/10, 7; Zoete, De beden in het graafschap, Appendix 7; Stadsrekening Diksmuide, 1457, Algemeen Rijksarchief
Brussel, Brussels, CCRK67, Rekenkamers, Registers, Stadsrekeningen van het Graafschap Vlaanderen: Diksmuide, 34068; Stadsrekening Veurne, 1473, Algemeen Rijksarchief Brussel, Brussels, CCRK67,
Rekenkamers, Registers, Stadsrekeningen van het Graafschap Vlaanderen: Veurne, 34604; Stadsrekening Kortrijk, 1477, Algemeen Rijksarchief Brussel, Brussels, CCRK67, Rekenkamers, Registers,
Stadsrekeningen van het Graafschap Vlaanderen: Kortrijk, 33223; Blondé and Hanus, “Beyond Building Craftsmen”; Hanus, “Dataset ’s-Hertogenbosch”.

37

InternationalR
eview

of
SocialH

istory
37

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000045 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000045


include a less optimal poll tax from 1329 in our analysis. From at least 1283 on, all
inhabitants of Mons were obliged to pay an annual fee at the feast day of Saint
Rémi (1 October), called le droit de bourgeoisie. In theory, every household had to
contribute 36 d. tor. but reductions were granted to the lower classes. In the records
of 1329, about half of the taxpayers (52.4 per cent of the total) paid the expected
fee. For the lowest half, we find no fewer than thirteen different payment amounts.
The variety allows us to determine the fiscal position of the last-mentioned group
with sufficient precision. The uniform tax for the upper half clusters very different
wealth levels. As we will see, this is only an issue for the position of the
entrepreneurs, a problem which in turn can be circumvented with the data of 1295.
In contrast, the vast majority of skilled and unskilled labourers paid one of the
lower contributions (see below). No taxation records have been preserved for Mons
for the fifteenth century so a direct comparison with Flanders is impossible.

Table 2. Determinants of the fiscal position of building workers in the County of Flanders.

Variables

Unstandardized
coeff.

Standardized coeff.
Beta t Sig.B

Std.
Error

(Constant) −12.00 31.35 −0.38 0.70

Period −3.13 4.41 −0.14 −0.71 0.48

Wage 10.46 4.70 0.21 2.23 0.027*

Worker type (ref. entrepreneur)

Unskilled −45.47 3.33 −0.64 −13.65 0.000***

Skilled −22.23 2.82 −0.37 −7.87 0.000***

City size (taxed
households)

−0.00 0.01 −0.01 −0.06 0.95

Location (ref.
Diksmuide)

Damme −25.70 16.59 −0.18 −1.55 0.12

Eeklo −11.78 12.19 −0.18 −0.97 0.33

Ninove −7.12 15.70 −0.06 −0.45 0.65

Oostende −5.74 9.91 −0.07 −0.58 0.56

Brugge −3.66 6.99 −0.03 −0.52 0.60

Veurne −6.01 7.05 −0.05 −0.85 0.40

Kortrijk 13.30 7.22 0.13 1.84 0.07

R2 0.48

F 21.98 0.000***

N 304.00

Notes: The dependent variable is the percentile in fiscal distributions. The reference for dummies is 0. ***p < 0.001, **p <
0.01, *p < 0.05.
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At the other end of our time period, we use the pre-existing dataset for the
Brabantine city of ’s-Hertogenbosch to study the impact of the long-lasting decline
of real wages in the sixteenth century.50 While Blondé and Hanus only focused on
four income taxes in their article, we also employed two taxations based on mixed
criteria. In addition, we added all the records of those who did not work full-time
for the city to our analysis. In contrast to our methodology of scanning city
accounts, this information in the dataset was based on identification by tax officials.
Occupational details were not randomly scattered: the odds of being identified by
occupation rather than surname declined spectacularly in the upper quintile of the
fiscal hierarchy.51 Consequently, this bias adds to the probability that the majority
of men identified as building labourers in the dataset were wage labourers rather
than independent masters, who generally belonged to the upper quintile. For the
same reason, entrepreneurs are unfortunately missing from the dataset.
Notwithstanding this bias, the available dataset allows us to test the robustness of
our methodology by comparing the trend with the one found by Blondé and Hanus
for the fully employed labourers.

For the two other subregions, Flanders and Hainaut, the building workers from the
city accounts were linked to the fiscal registers manually as outlined in the
methodological framework. This was done by scanning the accounts of the year of
taxation as well as those from one year before and after. The time frame is
deliberately narrow to maximize the accuracy in identifying the same person in
both sources. Fortunately, naming conventions in the medieval Southern Low
Countries resulted in a great diversity of names, ensuring fairly accurate
identification. For instance, 97.2 per cent of the taxed households in Mons in 1365
carried a unique combination of names. To put this figure in perspective, only sixty
per cent of the persons mentioned in the famous Florentine Catasto of 1427 bore
distinctive names.52 Whenever two individuals did share a combination of names in
the Southern Low Countries, the officials often included additional information
related to occupation, age (e.g. “the old” or “the young”), family ties (“son of”), or
physical appearance (“the great” or “the blind”). In addition, they also mentioned
the place of origin whenever a building craftsman was hired from outside the city.
For example, the aldermen of the small town of Ninove hired Willem den
Potghieter, “a master from [the nearby city of] Aalst”, to oversee the construction
of new rain gutters for the Butcher’s Hall.53 As we have seen, the large majority of
the other workers in the accounts probably lived in the city of employment.
Accordingly, we can be fairly certain that we are dealing with the same person
whenever we find a match between the two sources.

Aside from the names of construction workers, the city accounts also provide us
with the daily remuneration of skilled and unskilled labourers. Given the differences

50Hanus, “Dataset ’s-Hertogenbosch”.
51Blondé, De sociale structuren, pp. 39–45.
52David Herlihy and Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, “Online Catasto of 1427 [Machine Readable Data File

Based on David Herlihy and Christian Klapisch-Zuber, Census and Property Survey of Florentine
Domains in the Province of Tuscany, 1427–1480]”, David Herlihy, et al. (eds) (Providence, 2002).

53City of Ninove, Stadsrekeningen van het Graafschap Vlaanderen, Algemeen Rijksarchief Brussel,
Brussels, nr. 37082, fol. 14V.
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in welfare ratios between the three subregions (see Figure 2), we determined the real
wage separately for each one. For Mons and ’s-Hertogenbosch, this exercise was
fairly straightforward. For every year, we selected the modal nominal wage for both
skilled and unskilled labour. Next, we divided it by the cost of a consumer basket in
the capital of the subregion, respectively Mons and Antwerp. These data are readily
available thanks to earlier studies.54 One may argue that the purchasing power is
undervalued in ’s-Hertogenbosch considering that prices were probably higher in
the populous capital of Antwerp. However, as outlined, we are interested in relative
changes rather than absolute ones. Given the integration of the urban markets in
the Southern Low Countries, we expect long-term trends to have moved along
similar lines. Once we determined the yearly welfare ratios expressed as a multiple
of consumer baskets a labourer could buy with his wage, we calculated the average
for every twenty-year interval. For the County of Flanders, the computation of the
nominal wage was more complex as we combined multiple towns with varying
populations per interval. A solution was found by using the yearly welfare ratios
calculated by Geens for the entire County of Flanders by aggregating data for
multiple towns. These ratios were likewise based on modal nominal wages and
consumer baskets for the capital (Bruges). More importantly, the figures also
considered differences between communities through a weighted average based on
population size.55 Again, the absolute level may not reflect the exact wage for every
city we included, but the trend is representative of the county as a whole and can be
compared with the fiscal position of building labourers. The next section delves into
the results of this confrontation.

Results

For the three subregions combined, we were able to identify 1114 building workers
who figure in both the city accounts and tax registers. Table 3 shows the
distribution among the three groups across different periods. In general, the
number of observations gradually increases over time as the sources become more
detailed. Nevertheless, each century is well represented with at least 250 workers.
We only lack data for the period between 1330 and 1365. The number of identified
building labourers is also low for the periods 1290–1309 (except for entrepreneurs),
1370–1389, 1450–1469, and 1470–1490 (only unskilled labourers). While the results
for these periods are less robust, they provide us with some important spot checks.
As we will see (see Figure 3), they always fall in the expected range of Q2–Q3 based
on the surrounding samples. Regarding the social bias, our dataset includes mostly
skilled wage workers. However, this overall figure is mainly driven by the case
of ’s-Hertogenbosch, for which we have no separate data on entrepreneurs. For the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, this last-mentioned group is actually the most

54Robert C. Allen, “Consumer Price Indices, Nominal/Real Wages and Welfare Ratios of Building
Craftsmen and Labourers, 1260–1913” (International Institute of Social History), subset “Prices and
Wages in Antwerp & Belgium, 1366–1913” (also see Allen, “The Great Divergence”); Geens, “A Golden
Age for Labour?”, vol. 2, p. 51.

55Geens, “A Golden Age for Labour?”, vol. 2, p. 53.
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numerous. Due to our strict categorization of wage labourers, we were less likely to
identify them in the sources. Again, a single reference to a different kind of activity,
no matter how small in scope, already caused us to categorize an individual as an
entrepreneur. Moreover, the higher average wealth of contractors and suppliers
increased their chances of being included in poll taxes. At the other end of the
fiscal spectrum, unskilled labourers were the least likely to be included given their
limited resources. Officials were also less inclined to record their names in the city
accounts. Instead, they usually wrote down the expenses for an entire group of
unskilled workers. Accordingly, they are less represented in our dataset than the
other two groups. The only exception is the tax list of Mons in 1365, in which we
were able to identify 108 manual workers. The ratio between the three groups in
Table 3 thus is not indicative of the historical importance of wage labour but
reflects the potential to identify them in premodern sources.

The evolving fiscal position of the 1114 building workers can be found in Figure 3.
For every twenty-year interval, we show the percentile distribution. Before delving into
the important changes over time, we can first evaluate the viability of our methodology
to categorize the workers into three distinct groups by looking at the general picture for
Q2–Q3 of each group. Three observations seem to confirm this ability. Firstly, there is
little to no overlap between the three groups. For Flanders, the multivariate regression
analysis shows that the dummy variable for each group is highly significant (p < 0.001;
see Table 2). Secondly, the dispersion of wealth and income levels is limited,
encompassing fewer than 25 percentiles of the total distribution. Thirdly, the fiscal

Table 3. Number of identified building workers per period and per group.

Period Unskilled labourers Skilled labourers Entrepreneurs Total

1290–1309 0 0 20 20

1310–1329 11 9 27 47

1330–1349 0 0 0 0

1350–1369 108 29 31 168

1370–1389 0 1 1 2

1390–1409 19 20 37 76

1410–1429 16 15 56 87

1430–1449 14 35 33 82

1450–1469 8 7 7 22

1470–1489 2 18 16 36

1490–1509 69 123 0 192

1510–1529 28 70 0 98

1530–1549 28 42 0 70

1550–1569 39 175 0 214

Total 342 544 228 1114

Sources: See Table 1.
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Figure 3. The evolving fiscal position of building workers compared with real wages: a) entrepreneurs; b)
unskilled building labourers; c) skilled building labourers.
Sources: See Table 1.
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position of the three groups conforms to the hierarchy we described earlier for the
premodern building industry in the Southern Low Countries. At the very bottom,
we find the unskilled and unaffiliated wage labourers (on average, Q2–Q3 belonged
to P12–P31). The majority of skilled craftsmen, including journeymen and
dependent masters, can be described as (lower) middle classes (P34–P57).
Contractors and suppliers can generally be found at the top (P64–P89).

For a better understanding of the percentile rankings discussed in this article,
Table 4 includes an overview of the different occupational titles commonly found
around important thresholds of the distribution for every subregion at a
hundred-year interval. The taxation list of 1365 in Mons contains titles for
two-thirds of the assessed households (66.7 per cent) and that of 1552
in ’s-Hertogenbosch holds information for about one-third (31.2 per cent).56 For
Flanders, we relied on the work of Antoine Zoete, who identified the occupations of
half the individuals included in the levy of 1442 in Diksmuide through accounts
and probate inventories.57 Two or three occupations were selected for each
threshold by combining maximum group size with fiscal importance within that
group. For example, bakers could be the most numerous group around the median
when compared to all occupations, say five bakers versus three tailors. However,
they were not selected as representative of the median if a larger share of all bakers

Table 4. Most commonly found occupational titles in taxation records per fiscal threshold.

Fiscal threshold Mons (1365) Diksmuide (1442) ’s-Hertogenbosch (1552)

Bottom 10 per cent Servant
Cobbler
Spinner

Servant
Cobbler
Porter

Messenger
Cobbler
Porter

25th percentile Glover
Plower
Basket weaver

Fuller
Fisher
Weaver

Needler
Cloth cutter
Weaver

Median Tailor
Weaver
Knife smith

Tailor
Girdler
Embroider

Shearer
Baker
Knife smith

75th percentile Cordwainer
Cooper
Baker

Cordwainer
Cooper
Barber

Leatherworker
Copper smith
Candler

Top 10 per cent Clerk
Brewer
Saddler

Clerk
Dyer
Cloth merchant

Draper
Dyer
Innkeeper

Top 1 per cent Wine merchant
Cloth merchant

Wine merchant
Brewer

Wine merchant
Cloth merchant

Sources: Heupgen, “Le rôle de la taille de Mons de 1365”, pp. 41–95; Zoete, De beden in het Graafschap, Appendix 7; Blondé,
De sociale structuren, pp. 192–197.

56Paul Heupgen, “Le rôle de la taille de Mons de 1365”, Annales du cercle archéologique de Mons, 55
(1937), pp. 41–95; Blondé, De sociale structuren, pp. 192–197.

57Antoine Zoete, De beden in het graafschap Vlaanderen onder de hertogen Jan zonder Vrees en Filips de
Goede (1405–1467) (Brussels, 1994), Appendix VII.
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could be found for another threshold, say ten bakers around the 75th percentile versus
the five around the median. As we have seen, the identification of occupations in fiscal
sources, either by tax collectors or through record linking, comes with many pitfalls.
Table 4 therefore has no ambition to give a robust and detailed evolution of a
hierarchy. Instead, it tries to give an impression of the socio-economic groups
among which construction workers moved.

To test the relationship between wages and living standards for the three groups,
Figure 3 includes the evolution of real wages for the same twenty-year intervals as
the percentile rankings. A cursory glance reveals that both series are highly
correlated for the skilled and unskilled wage labourers yet lack any coherence for
the entrepreneurs. This last group is characterized by incredible stability across time
(Figure 3A). In the fifteenth-century County of Flanders, the median position of
contractors and suppliers remains virtually identical (standard deviation of only 1.2
percentiles). Excluding the less representative tax of 1329 (see above, droit de
bourgeoisie), the largest change occurred after the Black Death. In Mons, the relative
position of entrepreneurs fell between 2.3 and 10 percentiles for Q2–Q3 while real
wages for skilled building labourers increased more than twofold (from 2.7
consumer baskets in 1310–1329 to 6.9 baskets in 1350–1369). For example, the big
contractors Jehan Villain and Martin de le Joie were responsible for building and
maintaining the new fortifications of the city in the 1290s.58 The tax register
revealed that they belonged to the absolute top of the urban elite (P96–99). Seven
decades later, Jehan Liermite was contracted for similar work on the Great Tower.
While still being a wealthy citizen, he did not belong to the richest ten per cent
(P87). In fact, most of his colleagues had lost connection to the top of the
distribution compared with the previous century (forty per cent of the
entrepreneurs in 1295 were found above the threshold of the 90th percentile versus
only 16.1 per cent in 1365). This trend is in line with the observation of reduced
building activity after 1300 and, again, after the Black Death in the Southern Low
Countries.59 Most likely, the sudden rise in vacant houses and the decline in public
building projects resulted in the relative decline of the industry during the second
half of the fourteenth century. Wage labourers could offset the reduced demand for
their services by higher wages, but higher remuneration primarily implied higher
costs for entrepreneurs. After all, their income was more dependent on the profit
margins of reselling materials and subcontracting workers. Based on the occupation
of new citizens in Bruges, building activity seemed to have picked up pace again in
the fifteenth century and remained relatively stable until the disruptive revolt
against Maximilian of Austria (1482–1492).60 The fiscal data for the County of
Flanders reveal that the entrepreneurs established themselves again firmly at the top

58All examples from Mons in this section can be found in “Comptes semestriels des recettes et dépenses
du Massard”, in Archives de la ville de Mons. Section ancienne, 1200–1836 (Mons, 1338–1389); and Piérard,
Les plus anciens comptes.

59Kristof Haneca, Vincent Debonne, and Patrick Hoffsummer, “The Ups and Downs of the Building
Trade in a Medieval City: Tree-Ring Data as Proxies for Economic, Social and Demographic Dynamics
in Bruges (C. 1200–1500)”, Dendrochronologia, 64 (2020), 125773.

60R.A. Parmentier, Indices op de Brugsche poorterboeken (Bruges, 1938); Alfred Jamees, Brugse poorters.
Opgetekend uit de stadsrekeningen en ingeleid door A. Jamees. Assistent bij het Rijksarchief te Antwerpen
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of the fiscal distribution. Real wages waxed and waned but their position did not
change.

The evolution is completely different for the unskilled wage labourers (Figure 3B).
For them, the demographic shock of the Black Death had a clear positive effect on their
fiscal position. In 1327, Jakemart de Montigny was one of many unskilled labourers
who helped to pave the roadway in the Rivage district of Mons. He toiled
twenty-seven days over ten weeks, the equivalent of part-time. For a meagre wage of
13 d. tor. per day, Jakemart would have needed to find additional employment for
the remaining days. His earnings from the urban project would not allow him to
cover the cost of living: he could only buy half of the necessary consumer baskets
(56.9 per cent). Even if they managed to secure a full-time position, manual
workers like Jakemart would have little coin to spare beyond the absolute
necessities. Unsurprisingly, their fiscal position in the tax list of 1329 is relatively
low (P13–P29 for Q2–Q3). Jakemart de Montigny paid 12 d. tor., about a day’s
wage. It was the lowest amount possible aside from complete exemption. Skilled
labourers fared a little better (Figure 3C). Around the same time Jakemart was
toiling on the road in Rivage, carpenter Jehan de Haynne was working on a
gatehouse in the same district. On average, he worked four days per week for 28
d. tor. per day, which was enough to comfortably support himself (he earned 1.8
consumer baskets per week). However, if Jehan had a typical urban family of two or
three children and a wife, he would not have been able to build up a financial
reserve or invest in profitable assets.61 His labour was probably his major, if not
only, source of income. Accordingly, Jehan de Haynne only had to pay a reduced
fee of 24 d. tor. at the feast of Saint-Rémi, which put him in the lower middle
classes (P39) alongside many of his colleagues (P23–P39 for Q2–Q3).

Like elsewhere in Europe, the Black Death and subsequent plague waves decimated
the County of Hainaut.62 Although the population of Mons was actually increasing in
the second half of the fourteenth century, the labour shortage was apparent in the
entire region and real wages rapidly increased. Despite the ongoing pandemic,
public infrastructure needed to be maintained. For example, the city accounts of
1363 figure a multitude of unskilled labourers working on the road between Mons
and the nearby village of Hyon. The records show that a digger named Jehan le
Fosse was employed for 51.5 days over thirteen weeks.63 His remuneration was set
at 36 d. tor. per day, almost three times as much as de Montigny had earned in
1326 for the exact same job. In contrast, the cost of living had hardly increased. As
a result, Jehan le Fosse was earning more than the skilled carpenter de Haynne four

(Handzame, 1974); Andrew Brown and Jan Dumolyn, Medieval Bruges: C. 850–1550 (Cambridge, 2018),
p. 247.

61Assuming that his wife earned half his wage and assuming they both worked full-time (five days per
week), they would earn 3.2 consumer baskets, which would be just enough to support themselves and 2.5
children.

62Maurice-Aurélien Arnould, Les dénombrements de foyers dans le comté de Hainaut (XIVe–XVIe siècles)
(Brussels, 1956); Gérard Sivéry, “Le Hainaut et la peste noire”, Mémoires et publications de la Société des
sciences, des arts et des lettres du Hainaut, 79 (1965), pp. 431–447; Roosen and Curtis, “The Light Touch”.

63During this time Jehan also performed other jobs for the city, such as moving materials for skilled
labourers and cleaning out the moats.
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decades earlier (his weekly earnings were equal to 2.3 consumer baskets). Apparently,
this allowed him to rise in the ranks of the fiscal distribution (P43), beyond the level of
our two early fourteenth-century workers. The story of the digger Jehan le Fosse is far
from atypical as most unskilled wage labourers witnessed an increase in their fiscal
position (P18–P43 for Q2–Q3). Coincidently, the city accounts of 1363 also contain
some repairs to a gate, this time of the town hall. Just as in 1327, they were
conducted by a carpenter named Jehan. Jehan le fils Frasinaul worked 7.5 days for
two weeks at a daily compensation of 60 d. tor. At this rate and level of
employment, he would have been able to support a typical urban household and
still have coins to spare (total earnings of 4.8 consumer baskets). Such a
comfortable financial position put le fils Frasinaul above the average household in
Mons according to the tax of 1365 (P63). In general, most of his colleagues had
moved up from the lower middle classes to the very middle of the distribution
(P43–P63 for Q2–Q3).

For the fifteenth century, changes in remuneration and the fiscal position of
building labourers are less drastic. Nevertheless, a clear correlation is still visible.
According to our multivariate regression analysis, the relationship between fiscal
position and the purchasing power of nominal wages is significant (p < 0.05). For
every additional consumption basket a wage labourer earned per day, he would
move up 10.5 percentiles in the distribution. Aside from the dummy variables for
skill levels, this determinant had the largest (and only significant) effect on the
outcome (see Table 2).

In addition to this general statistical relationship, two specific evolutions may help
to illustrate the sensitivity of the fiscal position of building labourers to changes in the
wage series. Firstly, the evolution between 1390 and 1429 is particularly interesting
because it is the only time our series for unskilled workers diverges from the trend
seen for skilled workers (downwards versus upwards). Remarkably and most
reassuring for us, the fiscal position of the two groups likewise displays an opposite
evolution (see Figure 3). Unskilled workers fell on average nine percentiles in this
period (from P16–P39 to P10–P33 for Q2–Q3) whereas skilled workers moved
three to eleven percentiles upwards (from P38–P67 to P49–P70 for Q2–Q3).

Secondly, we zoom in on the evolution between 1450 and 1489. We only possess
enough data for skilled labourers to test the relationship. At first glance, the change
in their fiscal position does not seem to correspond to the one we find for real
wages. However, this disconnect can be explained by the timing of our tax samples.
In both periods, taxation occurred when consumer prices deviated significantly
from the prevailing levels in the entire twenty-year interval. The middle of the
fifteenth century was characterized by very high real wages: they were consistently
above eleven consumer baskets except for a five-year intermission of bad harvests.
Between 1455 and 1459, skilled labourers earned on average 9.5 consumer baskets
(sixteen per cent below the average for the corresponding twenty-year interval). Our
sample for this period unfortunately pertains to 1457. Conversely, the available tax
records for the next period predate the significant decline in real wages during the
turbulent reign of Mary of Burgundy (1477–1482) and the subsequent revolt
against Maximilian of Austria (1483–1492). Whereas skilled labourers only earned
nine consumer baskets on average, real wages still reached 11.6 consumer baskets
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(or 28.9 per cent higher) between 1470 and 1476. In other words, the fiscal position
followed the trend of real wages. Skilled workers climbed about ten percentiles in
the distribution (from P44–P61 to P55–P69 for Q2–Q3) as their remuneration
increased from 9.5 consumer baskets to 11.6.

A similar sampling problem is present in the sixteenth century. Both unskilled and
skilled labourers witnessed an increase in their socio-economic position between 1490
and 1529 even though wages declined. However, the sample for the second interval
of ’s-Hertogenbosch pertains to 1511, just six years after the latest tax records of the
first interval. During this time, remuneration had increased consistently from 4.7
consumer baskets to 6.4 for unskilled workers (+36.2 per cent) and from 8.7
consumer baskets to 11.6 for skilled workers (+33.3 per cent). For the first group,
the next twenty-year interval is more problematic. Real wages were falling rapidly
from 1520 but the fiscal position of unskilled labourers seems to have increased.
There is no clear reason why this occurred, especially because the position of their
skilled colleagues does conform to the trend (declining from P26–P62 to P18–P43
for Q2–Q3). Perhaps an answer can be found in the incomplete identification of
workers, considering it is the only sample without exempted households among the
unskilled. Unfortunately, we do not have access to these details because we are
using the Blondé and Hanus database for ’s-Hertogenbosch, hence we were obliged
to rely on incomplete job descriptions in tax lists only, rather than an extensive
archival survey. In any case, the overall picture is consistent with our earlier
observations for the counties of Flanders and Hainaut. Swings in remuneration had
a clear effect on the fiscal capacity of building labourers. By the middle of the
sixteenth century, the position of all wage workers had clearly deteriorated as their
wages were plummeting to ever-lower levels. The situation in ’s-Hertogenbosch and,
more generally, in the Southern Low Countries would not improve until the
seventeenth century.

Discussion: An Apology for Real Wages

What does the evolving fiscal position of building labourers tell us about living
standards in the past? Two major conclusions can be drawn based on the above
study of the Southern Low Countries. Firstly, real wages cannot be used as a proxy
for the experience of the general population. In this sense, our findings reinforce
the ever-growing body of literature that questions the representativeness of building
labourers’ welfare ratios for average living standards.64 The relative fiscal position of
this group waxed and waned according to their wages, which implies that the
relative living standards of other groups in society remained far more stable. The
huge swings in remuneration between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries must
have been less dramatic for those who did not rely on wage work, encompassing the
majority of the urban populace. This idea is consistent with alternative proxies for
living standards. For example, GDP per capita seems to have increased slowly and
steadily in this period.65 Moreover, households increasingly invested in the

64See especially Hatcher and Stephenson, Seven Centuries of Unreal Wages.
65See, for example, Stephen Broadberry et al., British Economic Growth, 1270–1870 (Cambridge, 2015).
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consumptionof fashionablegoods,well before the IndustriousRevolution.66Amorestable
evolution of incomemay also help to explain why social mobility rates were relatively low
throughout the premodern period.67 Such aworking hypothesis is corroborated by recent
research into thedrivers of late earlymodern inequality, inwhich the growingdiscrepancy
between real wage income and GDP per capita plays a key role.68

Our approach warns us to remain critical of recent efforts to model households’
annual income from daily wages by including household composition, market
participation, working time, and so forth.69 Although such studies are valuable and
may overcome some shortcomings of the current wage series, they cannot be used
as a new and improved yardstick of living standards for the entire population. The
fiscal sources we employed were based on a similarly complete assessment of
households’ financial means. Yet, our data clearly show that the experience of
building labourers was still atypical. The remuneration of this group will never be a
good proxy, whatever technical improvements are made to the methodology. The
remarkable stability of the entrepreneurs in our study confirms this claim.

Secondly, real wages can be used as a proxy for living standards, but for specific
groups only. Building on this observation, we still want to formulate a strong apology
for the alleged “unreal wages”. Although daily wages have been characterized as
fiction for the very group they are supposed to represent, the sensitivity of the fiscal
position of building labourers to changes in remuneration is remarkable. Our
approximative and crude methodology notwithstanding, almost every real wage
increase and decline was immediately reflected in the taxation records of the
Southern Low Countries. The majority of building workers included in our scrutiny
must have depended predominantly on the labour market to earn a living. Daily
wages seem to capture their experience aptly, at least in relative terms. Changes in the
working year, household composition, or the demand for labour certainly occurred.
Historians have, for example, pointed to the rise of the European marriage pattern
and the increase in leisure after the Black Death.70 However, according to our data,
their impact was not of such magnitude to reverse the trends in real wages and fiscal
positions entirely. If workers contented themselves with keeping income stable in
favour of leisure after the plague pandemic, we would expect their fiscal position to
remain stable. Yet, this was not the case in the medieval Southern Low Countries:
apparently, the labour supply curve did not fully bend backwards.71

66Bruno Blondé, Sam Geens, and Peter Stabel, “The World of Goods: An Essay About Leisure and a
Medieval ‘Industrious Revolution’”, in Paul Milliman (ed.), A Cultural History of Leisure in the Medieval
Age (London, 2023), pp. 143–161.

67See the ongoing SMITE project by Guido Alfani.
68Wouter Ryckbosch, “Economic Inequality and Growth before the Industrial Revolution: The Case of the

Low Countries (Fourteenth to Nineteenth Centuries)”, European Review of Economic History, 20:1 (2015),
pp. 1–22.

69See, for example, Sara Horrell, Jane Humphries, and Jacob Weisdorf, “Family Standards of Living over
the Long Run, England 1280–1850”, Past & Present, 250:1 (2021), pp. 87–134.

70Tine de Moor and Jan Luiten van Zanden, “Girl Power: The European Marriage Pattern and Labour
Markets in the North Sea Region in the Late Medieval and Early Modern Period”, The Economic History
Review, 63:1 (2010), pp. 1–33; Hatcher, “Unreal Wages”.

71Blondé, Geens, and Stabel, “The World of Goods”, pp. 143–161.
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Crucially, while this is an important observation for the building labourers, we
argue that the predictable relationship between real wages and fiscal capacity can be
exploited to explore living standards for other groups in society and the shifting
functional distribution of income. For instance, some historians argue that market
arbitrage can be applied to the labour market for unskilled labourers. They believe
that the rewards for this type of work were similar irrespective of the contract type.
This assumption allows them to deduct the evolution of the premodern working
year by dividing the annual wages of servants by the daily wages of unskilled
labourers, which, in turn, leads to the construction of the already mentioned new
and improved real wage series.72 However, our data do not support this
methodology. The fiscal position of unskilled building labourers toiling for daily
wages fluctuated drastically between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. They
cannot be taken as representative of the bottom tier of the workforce. It would
therefore be interesting to see if servants experienced similar fluctuations.
Suggestively, urban servants identified in our fiscal sources ranked consistently
among the bottom 10 per cent, even when wages were at their peak (see Table 4).
Perhaps cultural preferences, such as a desire for steady employment or the promise
of a certain diet in a time of volatile food prices, may have pushed some workers
into less rewarding fixed contracts. In a similar vein, skilled artisans may have
preferred to work independently given the status connected to guild membership
and personal freedom, even in the face of asymmetrical power relationships
vis-à-vis international merchants.

The methodology we have outlined in this article enables us to test these kinds of
hypotheses by documenting shifts in the functional distribution of income in the
entire economy. To fully exploit this potential, a series of research questions will
need to be tackled. Which groups exactly depended on wages? How did the
structure of the economy affect wage dependency? When do we see fundamental
shifts? What do our findings imply for the proletarianization process of the late
early modern period, when the relative share of wage-dependent people in the
economy soared in a context of price inflation? Such fundamental questions of
economic history, we argue, can be addressed by amplifying a systematic
comparison between the “unreal wages” historiography and the fiscal (or
comparable) sources that yield ordinal data on the social positions of individuals
across society.

72Humphries and Weisdorf, “Unreal Wages?”.
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