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Abstract
This article looks at the impact of economic and demographic structures on variations in rural poor relief
in early modern Flanders by analysing empirical data at parish level. By combining data on poor relief
income and expenses as well as on relief recipients from a survey from 1700 with data on population and
land taxes, we demonstrate a close connection between agrarian relations of production and poor relief
practices. Together they show how local poor relief practices translated spatially into regional patterns,
which in turn were tied into both different agricultural modes of production and distinct social and cultural
repertoires of elite representation and distribution.

What determines the nature and level of welfare provisioning in past societies? This question has
been central in decades of historical research into the poor relief regimes of the European past.1

This article revisits one such explanatory framework, which attributes the systematization of
preindustrial poor relief to the spread of wage labour. By combining data on poor relief income,
expenses, and recipients for 33 rural parishes in Western Flanders around 1700 with data from
population censuses and land tax data, we demonstrate a close connection between agrarian
relations of production on the one hand and poor relief practices on the other hand. The
exploration of these exceptional sources shows how local poor relief practices translated spatially
into regional patterns, which in turn were tied into both different agricultural modes of
production and distinct social and cultural repertoires of elite representation. Placed in a broader
comparative perspective, the analysis strengthens the case of agrarian capitalism as a driving force
behind the expansion of poor relief in Europe’s preindustrial countryside.

Rural poor relief and agrarian capitalism
The assertion of a causal connection between the expansion of poor relief and the development of
capitalist relations of production has a long pedigree in historical literature. Marxist perspectives
in the 1970s, such as developed most elaborately by Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly, argued how the
expansion of social policy and poor relief provisions in preindustrial Europe were to be
understood as a corollary to the spread of wage labour. As the rise of wage dependence was an
unsteady societal transition characterized by strong discrepancies in the demand and supply of
labour, the growth of relief provisions was a necessary means of social stabilisation in a context
where a growing number of people had no alternative means of support when unable to find or
perform waged work. Conversely, the spread of wage labour also heightened employers’ interests
in regulating an adequate supply of labour. Perceived ability and willingness to work became
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major determinants of relief eligibility, in order not to stimulate wilful ‘idleness’. While the
‘undeserving’ poor – those considered unwilling to work – were barred from relief and subject to
repressive policies, relief provisions expanded for the ‘deserving’ poor – those considered unable
and/or demonstrably willing to work. In a context of proletarianization, therefore, poor relief
increasingly functioned as an instrument of elite interests regarding social order and labour
regulation, seeking to check its societally most destabilising effects while stimulating the supply of
labour – mediated by religious and cultural repertoires of legitimization.2

A more recent reformulation of this argument, with an exclusively rural perspective this time,
was made by Larry Patriquin, who argued that the early expansion of agrarian capitalism and the
associated need for alternative support as people lost access to land, was the driving force behind
England’s precocious Poor Law system in the early modern period.3 Focused less on causality, but
highlighting employer interests, was Boyer’s influential analysis how relief hand-outs at the end of
the Old Poor Law functioned as de facto wage subsidies to capitalist farmers in England’s
southeast.4 Other researchers inversed the causality in the underlying argument, by arguing that
the early development of a comprehensive poor relief system in preindustrial England was what
stimulated the country’s precocious transition to wage labour, rather than the other way round:
because poor relief provided some kind of insurance against the vulnerabilities of wage
dependence, its existence facilitated individual decisions in favour of waged work.5

In either causal perspective, the focus lay on England as a forerunner in public relief provisions.
The image that the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 installed a precocious and relatively
uniform, comprehensive, and generous system of public poor relief, which contrasted with more
paltry, haphazard, and primarily urban practices of continental poor relief, long dominated
historiography.6 This purported contrast between England and the Continent has been subject to
growing criticism in recent studies. On the one hand, English historians have demonstrated the
existence of many regional, local, and temporal variations in the supposedly uniform system of
poor relief.7 On the other hand, continental historians have demonstrated the existence of relief
practices that displayed many similarities to the English system, even in the countryside.8 To the
extent that the most ‘advanced’ relief practices have been observed primarily in regions
characterized by agrarian capitalism, both in England and on the Continent, these observations
strengthen the case for the underlying causality to be reversed again, and to privilege regional
social and economic characteristics over national normative frameworks to explain variations in
preindustrial poor relief.

This study revisits the notion of agrarian capitalism as a causal factor in the development of
preindustrial rural poor relief by means of a bottom-up approach that starts from local data to
investigate broader regional patterns from a comparative perspective. Its focus is on one rural
district in early eighteenth-century Flanders characterized by the same institutional and legislative
framework, but by important differentiation in terms of agricultural relations of production: one
set of villages oriented towards agrarian capitalism, and another characterized by a more
diversified social structure and less dependence on wage labour. The extent to which they
displayed distinct patterns in poor relief, provides a way to evaluate the influence of agrarian
modes of production on welfare practices. Exceptional is that we have recourse to systematic
cross-sectional local data for a relatively early date, which we can compare with extant analyses for
later periods and for other areas to widen the relevance of our findings.

Sources and context
The 1700 survey on poor relief was undertaken in the district of Furnes (kasselrij Veurne), situated
in the north-west corner of present-day Belgium and bordering northern France and the North
Sea. The district was composed of some 40 villages and governed by the same college of aldermen
but was far from a homogenous social and economic space. In the northern villages, soil consisted

2 Thijs Lambrecht and Anne Winter

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956793325000056 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956793325000056


predominantly of clay. Like in other parts of coastal Flanders, villages in the polder area had
undergone a process of farm engrossment since the late Middle Ages. From the fourteenth century
onwards, land was bought by urban investors and small farmsteads gradually gave way to large
leasehold farms. By the late fifteenth century, leaseholders had overtaken owner-occupiers as the
dominant farming group in these villages.9 As a result, farms in these polder villages were notably
larger than in the more inland villages located in the sandy loam belt, and social inequality was
greater.10 This differentiation in landholding structures was already apparent from the 1569 taxation
registers (penningkohieren) from which we can derive the distribution of farm size. These show that
farms larger than 20 ha occupied an average of 61 per cent of cultivated soil in the polder villages, but
only 20 per cent in the more inland sandy loam villages, where middle-sized farms between 5 and 20
ha were dominant, occupying on average 70 per cent of cultivated soil (Graph 1). As farms larger than
20 ha were too large to exploit with family labour, their importance is an indirect indication of the
prevalence of waged work by servants and labourers in the polder areas.11

As this process of farm engrossment continued in the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
early eighteenth-century polder villages were characterized by a highly polarized social and
economic structure. Middling farms, relying exclusively on family labour, were nearly absent.
Most of the soil was occupied by large tenant holdings, on which labour was supplied by living-in
servants and local labourers, in addition to substantial numbers of seasonal migrant workers
during harvest. Labour relations became increasingly oriented towards adult male day labourers
and resembled those in England’s quintessential area of capitalist farming in the southeast.12 In the
sandy loam villages, farms were smaller and relied less on waged labour. Here we find a more
diversified social structure, with middling family farms occupying a central role in the economic
landscape. Maintaining small plots of land and having access to more diverse income-pooling
opportunities, households at the lower end of the social ladder in these inland villages combined
subsistence agriculture with various by-employments to survive, among which seasonal harvest
labour on large leasehold farms in the polder villages.13 Within the same political and
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Graph 1. Share of cultivated soil by farm size category in polder and sandy loam villages in the Furnes region, 1569.
Source: P. Vandewalle, De geschiedenis van de landbouw in de kasselrij Veurne, 1550–1645 (Unpublished PhD Ghent University, 1979)
vol. 2., appendix 19 (N= 28)
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administrative district of Furnes, then, two distinct economic regions emerged from the late
middle ages onwards, characterized by distinct gradations of farm engrossment and wage
dependency. In this article, we aim to assess to what extent these differences in economic and
social structures correlated with local variations in the organization of poor relief. To gain insight
into this question, we will examine the level and composition of income and expenditure, coupled
with an analysis of the number and profiles of relief recipients.

Like in other areas in the County of Flanders, public welfare in the district of Furnes was
organized around parochial ‘poor tables’ (armendissen), which had been established in the late
Middle Ages. The ‘poor tables’ were local institutions that controlled and managed all charitable
bequests made to the local poor. For their income, they relied on donations by village members,
which could consist of land, rights to land, annuities, cash, or goods in kind, of which the proceeds
were used to relieve the poor.14 In contrast to England and at least until the middle of the
eighteenth century (when their income became supplemented with poor taxes), the lion’s share of
poor tables’ expenses in Flanders was generated through the returns on their capital basis, in turn
composed of cumulative charitable bequests from the past.15 Earlier research for the late
eighteenth century established that poor relief in coastal villages was better developed and
endowed than in more inland areas, and in practice bore many similarities to the operation of the
English Poor Law – although overall relief expenses were still lower than across the Channel.16

The data used in this article allow us to venture further back in time and explore the situation at
the close of the seventeenth century, when capitalistic relations of production were already in full
swing in the polder area.

Our analysis is based primarily on the returns of 33 villages in the district of Furnes to a
questionnaire circulated by the intendant of northern France in September 1700.17 The
questionnaire featured in plans by the French rulers to restructure poor relief provisioning in these
territories recently seized by Louis XIV from the Spanish Habsburgs in the Devolution Wars
(1667–1668) – an annexation consolidated (temporarily) with the Treaties of Aachen (1668) and
Ryswick (1697). The questionnaire requested information about the main sources of income and
expenditure of poor tables and the number and type of poor receiving parish assistance. The prime
goal of the survey was to establish an overview of existing rural poor relief resources with an eye to
a potential centralization of their assets for the erection of a French-style general hospital (hôpital
général) in the city of Furnes.18 From the replies to the questionnaire we can infer that local
authorities were aware of the goal of this survey, which eventually was never realized. In general,
they disapproved of the idea of a transfer of these resources to a central hospital and argued
against the plans to deprive them of their local assets. However, as relief expenses were monitored
and controlled on a yearly basis, it is unlikely that they could have supplied incorrect data.19

To contextualise the data derived from the questionnaire, we complemented them with data
from other sources relating to the 33 villages covered by the poor relief survey. These include the
surface of each village, value of the land tax, number of abandoned farms, and total population for
1688 and 1697.20 From the population census of 1697, we additionally inferred information on the
number of adults and children.21 Lastly, we also identified the dominant soil type of each village,
resulting in a subgroup of 16 polder villages in the northern part and 17 sandy loam villages in the
southern part of the district (see Map 1).22

The survey on poor relief was organized in a short period when the region was not suffering
from warfare. In 1697 hostilities resulting from the Nine Years War (1688–1697) had ceased. The
region had some time to recover until it would again be the scene of military upheaval during the
Spanish War of Succession (1701–1714). The survey therefore does not present a picture of poor
relief during war, but during a time of peace after a long period of warfare. In 1700, this region was
still recovering from the Nine Years War. Its effects on the population can be reconstructed in
some detail via the population censuses that were carried out at the onset and close of this
conflict.23 With all 33 villages studied in this article suffering population loss, the total population
declined by some 32 per cent between the censuses of 1688 and 1697 (Table 1). In the polder
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Table 1. Population and abandoned farmsteads in polder and sandy loam villages, 1688–1697

Region
N of

villages
Population
1688 (N)

Population
1697 (N)

Abandoned
farms (N)

Abandoned
farms per

100 inhabitants (1688)

Abandoned
farms

per 100 ha

Polder 16 4,822 3,559 111 2.30 0.79

Sandy loam 17 13,024 8,614 56 0.43 0.32

Total 33 17,846 12,173 167 0.94 0.53

Source: Dalle, De Bevolking (population) and City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 320 (abandoned farms).

Map 1. Situation of the polder (16) and
sandy loam villages (17) in the rural
district of Furnes with preserved replies
to the 1700 poor relief survey.
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villages total population dropped by 26 per cent, in the sandy loam region by 34 per cent. The decline
in population was the result of both mortality and outmigration, as the region suffered from military
disruption, multiple harvest failures, flooding, and food shortages during the conflict.24

In addition to the destructive effects on population, warfare during this period also had an
impact on agrarian relations of production. In the short term, tenants abandoned their holdings as
they were no longer able to pay rent. A survey undertaken in the 1750s shows that in the course of
the Nine Years War and Spanish War of Succession, a total of 167 farmsteads in this district had
been abandoned, either completely or partially.25 The abandonment of farms was a feature of the
polder villages in particular: two-thirds of all abandoned farmsteads were situated in this region.
In the polder region, 2.3 farmsteads were abandoned per 100 inhabitants, and 0.79 per 100 ha. The
abandonment of farms in the polder region illustrates the impact of warfare on economic
infrastructure. Only the houses and farm buildings were vacated in the case of abandonment: the
land of these holdings was typically incorporated into larger, existing holdings. The number of
abandoned farmsteads is therefore indicative of the extent to which warfare contributed to the
engrossment of large farms, typically at the detriment of medium-sized farms, further accelerating
processes of social and economic polarization in the polder villages.

A last indicator of the situation circa 1700 is the evolution of land rent. Graph 2 shows the
rental income of landed property belonging to village institutions (churches and poor tables) in
the coastal villages of Slijpe and Gijverinkhove between 1650 and 1770.26 Rents started out high in
the mid-century and then steadily declined to reach a low point at the close of the seventeenth
century. Recovery was slow and gradual. The nominal rental value would not reach the levels of
the mid-seventeenth century until c. 1765–1770. The evolution of rental income illustrates the
deep economic malaise that gripped the war-affected region during the last decades of the
seventeenth century.27 The low rental values of landed property not only illustrate the general
economic malaise but also show that individuals and institutions who depended on land rent for
their income experienced a serious contraction of their financial base.

Relief income
As income for poor tables derived from immovable properties probably stood at a historical low in
this period, the survey of 1700 informs us on the operation of a poor relief infrastructure heavily
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Graph 2. Rental value of agricultural land in Slijpe and Gijverinkhove (£ per ha), 1650–1770.
Source: Calculated from G. Dalle, ‘Pachtprijzen in Veurne-Ambacht en in het Brugse Vrije’, in Dokumenten voor de Geschiedenis van
Prijzen en Lonen In Vlaanderen en Brabant (Brugge: de Tempel, 1959) vol. 1: 205–238.
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scarred by the effects of warfare and trying to recover from the heavy demographic and economic
losses sustained during the period 1688–1697.28 Some villages stated in the survey that some of
their lands yielded no income because they were inundated. Others complained that some of their
assets yielded low rental income compared to earlier years.29 The specific goal of the survey, i.e. an
overview of assets with an eye to possible centralization, also implies that the information on
income and assets pertains to transferable assets only: villages were asked to list the income they
derived from real estate (houses, farmsteads, and land) and (redeemable and unredeemable)
annuities. In other words, only assets that were backed by a secure legal title were included in the
survey. Income from poor boxes in churches and inns, church collections, small donations in
money or in kind, and other ‘irregular’ sources of revenue that could not be legally enforced, were
not listed – yet all indications are that such ‘irregular’ income was very modest compared to
‘regular’ sources of income.30 The survey of 1700, then, does not list all sources of income collected
and distributed to the poor and most likely underestimates overall income in more steady years.
However, this does not render it useless to study income patterns: because the ‘regular’ income
sources reported in the survey are the cumulative result of centuries of charitable bequests, the
survey of 1700 is indicative of structural local variations in the nature and level of income of these
poor tables.31

At first sight, sandy loam villages were on average richer in terms of welfare resources
compared to the polder villages (Graph 3). Sandy loam villages disposed an average of 372 guilders
(fl.) of income (median 331 fl.), while polder villages recorded an average income of 289 fl.
(median 248 fl.). Yet when population numbers are taken into account, the picture changes
significantly, as sandy loam villages were on average twice as large (507 inhabitants) than the
sparsely populated polder villages (222 inhabitants). In the polder villages, poor tables on average
disposed of 1.90 fl. per inhabitant (median 1.60 fl.). In the sandy loam villages this was markedly
lower at 0.83 fl. per inhabitant (median 0.68 fl.). Relative to population, polder villages on average
thus had more than twice as much poor relief income. Even when considering that wages were 10–
20% higher in the polder villages,32 the differences were marked.

Graph 3. Poor relief income in polder and sandy loam villages, 1700 (fl.).
Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: Poor Relief Survey 1700 (N= 32).
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In terms of wage equivalents, the average annual relief income per inhabitant in the Furnes area
was relatively high: at least more than two days’ wages for a male agricultural labourer for the
whole sample and at least three day’s wages in the polder villages.33 This was possibly slightly less
than a century later, when the equivalent in annual relief income per inhabitant for the whole
Furnes area in 1807 was roughly three days’ wages.34 At the same time, the 1700 figures
approximate existing estimates of rate-based relief expenditure per capita in contemporary
England, which was the equivalent of c. 1.7 day’s winter wages of a male agricultural labourer in
1696.35 While the per capita figures may have been boosted by the recent decline in population
and there are many caveats to the comparison,36 this provides a first indication that poor relief
provisions in the Furnes area were not wide off the English mark around 1700, something we will
elaborate below.

Interestingly, there was a marked correlation between relief income and fiscal capacity in our
sample. Land taxes in Flanders were allocated to villages following the so-called ‘Transport of
Flanders’. This was a repartition scale based on the fiscal capacities of each village. To assess this
fiscal capacity, assessors looked at population, land rent, and the number of farms to assess a
village’s overall wealth. The relative share of each parish in this repartition table thus represents
the fiscal capacity of each village.37 When we compare data on fiscal capacity on the one hand and
income of poor tables relative to population on the other hand, we find a marked, positive
correlation (Graph 4) (β̂=11.7, p<0.001). Clearly, in relation to their population, most polder
villages were characterized by both relatively high relief income and relatively high shares in the
land tax – an indication of relative wealth. While retaining only around 29 per cent of the district
population, polder villages held 48 per cent of all poor relief resources and contributed 50 per cent
to the land tax.

The income structure of poor tables shows only minor differences according to soil type in our
sample (Table 2). In both types of villages, the majority of income was generated from rental
income of land (69% and 62% in polder and sandy loam villages respectively), while rental income

Graph 4. Relief income per capita in relation to land tax per capita, 1700 (in fl.)
Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: (poor relief survey 1700) and nr. 342 (land tax 1631).
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from houses and small cottages accounted for on average 7 per cent and 6 per cent respectively,38

and income from annuities – which could have been donated directly or purchased by the poor
table as part of a capital investment strategy – for 26 per cent and 33 per cent respectively.39 The
income of poor tables was therefore determined by its capital base, in the form of (rights to) land
and (rent from) monetary investments, which in turn accumulated from past donations. Although
this implies an element of inelasticity and contingency, the marked correlation with the land tax
suggests that the level of these donations was also governed by local wealth.40

Expenditure
Based on the information listed in the surveys, expenditure can be broken down into four main
categories (Table 3).41 Given the timing of our source, expenditure for maintenance and repairs
of immovable properties (11%) was probably exceptionally high. Wartime destruction and
abandonment of farmsteads and land probably resulted in higher levels of investment to
reintroduce properties to the lease market. On average maintenance and repair costs represented
the equivalent of 14 per cent of rental income from land and houses. In years and periods without
war, maintenance and repairs probably accounted for a smaller share of expenditure.42 In both
areas, annuities (‘cijnzen’ and ‘renten’) – typically the payment of feudal or other rights attached to
land that had been donated to the poor table – occupied a minor role (2%) in expenditure.

A substantial share of expenses (36%) was allocated towards foundations. These arose when
donations to the poor table, especially testamentary bequests, were burdened with specific, mainly
religious, demands that implied recurrent expenses. For example, an individual could donate a
parcel of land to the poor table and request that part of the income of this land be used to celebrate

Table 2. Main components of relief income, 1700

Polder villages (N = 16) Sandy loam villages (N = 16) All (N = 32)

fl./inhabitant % fl./inhabitant % fl./inhabitant %

Lands 1.34 67 0.54 62 0.94 64

Houses 0.12 7 0.06 6 0.09 7

Annuities 0.45 26 0.24 33 0.34 29

Total 1.90 100 0.83 100 1.37 100

Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: (poor relief survey 1700). Unweighted averages of respective shares per village.

Table 3. Main categories of relief expenditure, 1700 (in fl.)

Polder villages (N = 16) Sandy loam villages (N = 14) All (N = 30)

fl/inhabitant % fl/inhabitant % fl/inhabitant %

Maintenance & repairs 0.15 9 0.13 13 0.14 11

Annuities 0.03 1 0.02 4 0.02 2

Foundations 0.77 44 0.20 26 0.51 36

Poor relief 0.95 46 0.46 57 0.71 51

Total 1.90 100 0.82 100 1.39 100

Poor relief adjusted 1.14 0.51 0.84

Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: (poor relief survey 1700). Unweighted averages of respective shares per village.
Note: ‘Poor relief adjusted’ assumes that 25% of expenses towards foundations ended up as some kind of relief to the poor. See discussion
in text.
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a regular remembrance mass (jaargetijde). This meant that part of the proceeds of the donation
had to be reserved for the priest and other church officials to organize these masses. Whatever
remained, was then used to distribute to the poor, sometimes also according to specific
instructions of the donor (e.g. on specific days, to specific categories, etc.). In contrast to other
types of income, income derived from so-called foundations could therefore not be freely spent
according to the will of the poor relief administration but was earmarked for specific – largely
religious – expenses attached to the original gift. From a detailed survey of the village of Loker we
know that most of the income from such foundations was used to pay local clergy and church
officials for their services: in 1700, 74 per cent of income from charitable foundations was allocated
to the priest and various church officials to organize masses of remembrance. Only 24 per cent of
the income was used to support the Loker poor by means of bread distributions during or after
these masses.43

The importance of foundations is a reminder of the religious and symbolic meanings that
imbued donations to the poor, and of their intertwinement with cultural conceptions on the
relations between rich and poor. The very different degrees of involvement with foundations in the
two regions therefore hint at substantial differences in the nature and functions of charitable
donations to the poor tables. Polder villages on average spent almost half (44%) of their resources
on foundations, to the equivalent of 0.77 fl. per inhabitant. In sandy loam villages expenditure
related to foundations was only 26%, or 0.20 fl. per inhabitant. Seven out of 16 polder villages
(44%) even recorded higher expenses towards foundations than for poor relief proper, while this
was the case for only 3 out of 14 sandy loam villages (21%). In polder villages, against each 10 fl.
of income generated from immovable property stood an average of 6.0 fl. of expenses for
foundations. In the sandy loam villages, this relative ‘burden’ of foundations was only 4.5 fl. per
10 fl. of income from land and houses.

Expenditure to commemorate benefactors had an important impact on poor relief expenditure
in two ways. First, charitable trusts stipulated in detail how income was to be allocated, also with
respect to the material assistance provided for the poor. In most cases, remembrance masses were
followed by distributions of specified goods (in most cases bread) to the poor at fixed dates.
Therefore, both with respect to the timing and nature of distribution, foundations imposed
restrictions on local overseers of the poor as to when and how they could spend their income.
Second, higher expenditure on foundations went hand in hand with lower shares of poor relief
proper in overall expenses, i.e. the combined sum of material support (food, cash, rental subsidies,
boarding fees, medical assistance, burial costs) directly distributed to the poor by the table
administrators: the sandy loam villages on average spent 57 per cent of their expenses on actual
relief, while this was only 46 per cent in the polder villages.44

The lower share of income reserved for poor relief proper, however, did not imply lower actual
expenses for poor relief. Even though polder villages allocated 44 per cent of their expenses to
foundations, this still left them with 0.95 fl. per inhabitant to spend on poor relief proper, as
against 0.46 fl. in the sandy loam villages – i.e. twice as much. If we assume that c. 25 per cent of
expenses towards foundations eventually ended up as some kind of relief to the poor (mainly in
bread distributions), the gap widens even further: total expenditure towards poor relief (‘poor
relief adjusted’ in Table 4) was then around 1.14 fl. per inhabitant in the polder villages, but only
0.51 fl. in the sandy loam villages. Although a lower share of overall income was used for poor
relief in the polder villages, then, its absolute value per inhabitant was still substantially higher
than in the sandy loam villages – thanks to the overall higher income levels of relief institutions in
the polder villages.

In terms of wage equivalents, average annual expenses on poor relief per inhabitant (including
25% of expenses towards foundations) stood at 1.9 days’ wages for an agricultural labourer in the
polder villages and 0.85 day’s wages in the sandy loam villages. This brings the levels of poor relief
expenses in the polder villages to the average of rate-based expenditure observed for England in
1696.45 The Furnes per capita average may have been inflated by recent population decline, yet it
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was also negatively affected by a war-induced drop in revenue. Although this comparison is
unavoidably heavily influenced by the wage estimates and population figures used, and
complicated by different measures of endowed charity, it does suggest that the poor tables in the
Furnes polder villages – even following a period of intensive warfare destruction – expended relief
in the same order of magnitude as the rate-based system across the Channel at the close of the
seventeenth century.46 This is confirmed by calculations in wheat equivalents, which yield a
strikingly similar average expense of c. 12 litres of wheat per head of population.47

Relief recipients
Finally, we turn our attention to the poor who received parish support. The survey enquired both
after the number of individuals relieved, and their subdivision according to sex between children
and adults, the latter further differentiated between ‘valid’ and ‘invalid’ poor. Although none of the
categories is defined or explained in the sources, we assume that the difference between both
categories is whether people were deemed physically or mentally able to work, with the group of
‘invalides’ likely made up predominantly of elderly men and women. A major drawback of the
data is that relief recipients were counted individually and not on a household basis, and that they
do not distinguish types or levels of relief per category – yet they nevertheless allow for some
interesting observations (Table 4).

In the polder villages, an average of 9% of the population received relief from the poor table. In
the more densely populated sandy loam villages, this was 12%. This is more or less comparable to
the situation a century later when an average of 8% in these villages received relief in 1807 (7% and
9% respectively) – and when around 10% of the English population received relief in 1802/3.48 On
average, children made out the majority of these relief recipients (52%), while able-bodied adults
accounted for 24 per cent and disabled adults (‘invalides’) for another 24 per cent (Table 4).
Children made up a larger share of relief recipients in the sandy loam villages than in the polder
villages: on average 58 per cent versus 46 per cent, while adults – women in particular – were more
prominent as relief recipients in the polder villages.49 Although the interpretation of these figures
is hampered by a lack of insight into household contexts and types of relief, and by small numbers

Table 4. Demographic categories of poor relief recipients, 1700 (%)

Polder villages Sandy loam villages All villages

Children 46 58 52

Boys 23 33 28

Girls 23 25 24

Adults 55 43 48

Men 22 21 21

Able-bodied 10 10 10

Disabled 12 11 11

Women 33 22 27

Able-bodied 15 13 14

Disabled 18 9 13

Total 100 100 100

Total N of recipients 259 975 1,234

As avg % of population 9.1 12.3 10.7

Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: (poor relief survey 1700) and Dalle, ‘De Volkstelling’ (population census 1697).
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of recipients in some villages, they do at the very least indicate that relief to able-bodied adults was
not uncommon.

We can put these figures in further perspective by relating the number of relief recipients per
village to the 1697 census returns, which also allow us to differentiate between children and adults
of both sexes, thus providing an indication of the relative likelihood of being relieved for children,
men and women respectively (Graph 5).50 It confirms that children were considerably more likely
(18%) than adults (7%) to figure on relief lists relative to their number – especially so in the sandy
loam villages, where no less than an average 23 per cent of village children received relief, as
against 13 per cent in the polder villages. Because most of these children likely lived with their
families, relief to children probably also amounted to indirect relief to their parent(s). As to the
likelihood of adults to be relieved in their own right, divergence between village types was smaller,
and that between the sexes universal, with women (9%) on average more likely to receive relief
than men (6%). The overall predominance of children and to a lesser extent women on the Furnes
relief lists is no doubt indicative of their greater likelihood to be considered deserving, but possibly
also a reflection of – at least in the case of women compared to men – lesser income
opportunities.51

Although providing relief to able-bodied men is often identified as one of the ways in which the
Old Poor Law was used by large farmers in England to subsidize wages, this probably happened
only in the last years of the eighteenth century and early decades of the nineteenth century on any
systematic scale and was probably not as widespread as sometimes assumed.52 Recent micro-
research has in any case demonstrated that myriad variations existed and that the bulk of English
relief recipients even in the late eighteenth century consisted of classic ‘deserving’ poor: elderly,
sick, women and children.53 Although the picture is hampered by their ‘atomised’ representation,
the overall composition of poor relief recipients according to the 1700 poor relief survey for the
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Graph 5. Share of relief recipients per demographic subgroup, 1700 (%).
Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: (poor relief survey 1700) and Dalle, ‘De Volkstelling’ (population census 1697).
Unweighted averages of respective shares per village. Shares calculated as number of child and male/female adult relief recipients in
relation to number of children and male/female adults in the 1697 census returns.
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Furnes district, then, does not strike as necessarily very different from the profiles of recipients
across the Channel – insofar as any generalizations are warranted.

Important differences in distribution practices between the two areas in the Furnes district
pertained to relief expenses per recipient (Graph 6): paupers received on average 14.5 fl. per
recipient in the polder villages, versus only 5.9 fl. in the sandy loam villages – not taking into
account relief awarded via foundations.54 This was the equivalent of 24 and 10 day’s wages of an
agricultural male labourer respectively, and of 160 and 65 litres of wheat.55 Moreover, the variance
was much more restricted in the sandy loam villages than in the polder villages, where 4 out of 16
villages spent more than 27 fl. per recipient, i.e. more than five times the average of the sandy loam
villages. These marked discrepancies clearly implied substantial differences in the value, function,
and meaning of poor relief in both village types. Unfortunately, the data do not allow us to
differentiate average expenses per recipient subgroup.

Although more relief was available and spent in the polder villages, then, it was distributed
among a smaller share of its population than in the sandy loam villages, where poor relief was both
less selective and less substantial. Whereas the sandy loam villages appear to have relieved more
families in a less discriminate manner, relief in the polder villages appears to have been biased
more towards female-headed households – although able-bodied males did figure on relief lists.
Both in sandy loam and polder villages, then, poor relief was an important vector of local society in
1700 – by implicating a large share of the population and/or providing substantial relief. Even in
the sandy loam villages, average relief per recipient was the equivalent of at least ten day’s wages of
a male agricultural labourer, and its wide reach is illustrated by the fact that almost one in four
children was in contact with the poor relief table at any given point in time. Although fewer people
were relieved in the polder villages, their share still amounted to almost one in ten, and they
received the average equivalent of approximately a monthly wage of a male agricultural labourer.
Considering that these data present a cross-sectional snapshot and that relief dependence varied
over one’s lifetime, it is not unlikely that a large share or even majority of the population was

Graph 6. Relief expenses per recipient (fl.), 1700.
Source: City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr. 1120: (poor relief survey 1700). Excluding relief from foundations.
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relieved at some point in their lives.56 Although differences regarding the demographic
background of relief recipients are obscured by lack of detail in the survey, the few indications we
have, hint at different levels of dependency in the two regions. Unfortunately, the static nature of
the underlying data does not allow us to retrace how dependency unfolded over the life course.

Conspicuous charity and agrarian capitalism
The above analysis of the 1700 survey on poor relief has demonstrated that polder villages in the
northern clay area of the Furnes district, which were characterized by large holdings operated by
wage labour, recorded significantly higher relief income relative to their population than the more
inland villages in the sandy loam area, where middle-sized family farms were more important.
With a smaller share of the population receiving relief, this resulted in markedly higher relief levels
per recipient in the northern villages. These differences are consistent with spatial patterns
observed later in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and confirm a positive correlation
between spending on rural poor relief and the prevalence of agrarian capitalism.57 As these villages
all belonged to the same administrative region with the same institutional framework for poor
relief, these observations strengthen the argument that wage dependence promoted the expansion
of public poor relief rather than the other way round.

To evaluate the ways in which poor relief and agrarian capitalism interacted in these villages, it
is useful to consider dynamics of affordability, necessity, and legitimacy. One observation is indeed that
northern villages were also richer, at least as measured by land tax revenue, which reflects the higher
productivity of large capital-intensive farms, and by extension, of agrarian capitalism. Yet it does not
necessarily follow that polder villages allocated more resources to poor relief simply because they could
better afford it: the specificities of the processes of both receiving and giving aid in these villages
indicate more complex causalities at work, interacting with necessity and legitimacy.

The greater reliance on wage labour, so we argue, indeed created specific needs in terms of poor
relief in the polder villages. This was not so much because of wider poverty per se: with relatively
higher wages, overall conditions for healthy adult male labourers during the busy season were no
doubt relatively comfortable. As other studies have highlighted, however, the main risks of rural
proletarianization lay in the absence of other, independent sources of income, especially for women
and children whose income opportunities in agrarian wage labour were considerably lower, to rely on
when sickness, old age, family abandonment, widowhood, (seasonal) unemployment or childbirth
upset wage-dependent households’ precarious balance between income and needs.58 In this context, it
is worth reminding that much wage labour in the polder villages was temporary, supplied by male
seasonal migrants, whose household income pooling typically included the cultivation of small plots of
lands at home.59 Local labouring families, however, had no other recourse than public poor relief when
misfortune, lifecycle, or seasonal unemployment deprived them of their livelihood. In the sandy loam
villages, poverty was also rife, but not as ‘deep’ as in the polder area. This was because opportunities for
income pooling were more diverse in the sandy loam villages and social polarization was less
pronounced: here, mixed landholding structures offered greater access to land, by-employments, and
informal support networks embedded in ‘local economies of exchange’ – thus lessening overall
dependence on public poor relief to cope with personal vulnerability.60

Unfortunately, no direct measures of poverty and need in these villages exist to support the
argument, apart from those derived from poor relief accounts. The only additional, convoluted,
indication is the share of inhabitants exempted for reasons of poverty from the milling tax in 1688,
a modest head tax in the area, which averaged 14% of residents in polder villages and 11% in sandy
loam villages.61 Of course, the criteria of fiscal poverty are complex to interpret, and the Nine
Years War separates the fiscal data from the relief survey.62 Yet, the observation that the average
share of fiscal poor exceeded that of relief recipients in the polder villages, while the reverse was
true in the sandy loam villages, in any case, fits with the argument that the degree of necessity
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among relief recipients was larger in polder villages than in inland villages, as was that of
selectivity in determining relief eligibility.

This distinction between ‘deep’ and ‘shallow’ dependency helps to explain why relief was both
more concentrated and more substantial in polder villages, and less selective and less generous in
the sandy loam villages, where many were no doubt poor, but also had more access to additional
resources to make ends meet. The greater restrictiveness in the northern villages also resonates
with the older argument in the literature that associates increasing selectivity in the definition of
deservingness – primarily in terms of ability and willingness to work – with the expansion of wage
labour, in order to ‘activate’ workers.63 Restricting relief to vulnerable and invalid poor, hindered
its use as a direct wage subsidy in ways envisaged by Boyer.64 Yet it still amounted to an indirect
subsidy of the cost of labour, and may have been more relevant when much labour was supplied by
seasonal migrants anyway.65 The greater prevalence of women among recipients, was likely both a
reflection of their vulnerability and of a greater concern not to reduce work incentives for able-
bodied male workers. Conversely, as in the English southeast, local farmers may have supported
the allocation of relief to cover temporary income squeezes in their workers’ households, in order
to maintain a minimal labour supply in situ.

One additional argument that polder villages did not provide more assistance than inland
villages simply because they were better endowed, but on the contrary were under pressure to meet
local needs, is that they regularly experimented with additional ways to raise money for the poor table,
and would be among the first to integrate regular poor taxes in their revenue strategies when this was
facilitated in the region some fifty years later.66 Although northern villages had considerably more
income to spend on poor relief, then, spending was not blanket nor distribution indiscriminate. These
reflected, we believe, the specific vulnerabilities associated with rural wage dependence on the one
hand, and cultural repertoires of deservingness that activated male wage labour and legitimized heavily
polarized social relations on the other hand. This is also reflected in the specific labour legislation that
characterized this region. In the northern villages labour legislation was much more coercive during
the early modern period – including compulsory service – and receipt of poor relief was dependent on
compliance with the stringent labour laws.67

That brings us to the dimension of legitimacy. In polder villages, donations were more heavily
burdened with masses of remembrance than in the sandy loam villages. Benefactors in the polder
region appear to have attached considerable importance to the symbolic and conspicuous
dimension of charitable donations. This ties in intelligibly with research on local political culture
in coastal Flanders: here, village institutions, such as the poor table, played an important role in the
ambitions of village elites to establish and consolidate the prestige of family lineages and to
reproduce themselves culturally. As jaargetijden served to keep the memory of charitable actions
by rich families alive, they formed part and parcel of local strategies of cultural representation and
legitimization by polder elites. These strategies were at least partly fostered by the high levels of
inequality in these villages, which made local elites both more able and willing to conspicuously
legitimize and demonstrate their privileged position by lavish foundations.68 The argument is not
so much that donations were necessarily instrumental to elite interests in any direct or conscious
way, but that they underpinned a cultural framework in which religious and charitable prestige
supported the political legitimacy of local elites in a context of social polarization.

Lastly, it is useful to reflect on the chronology of the interactions involved. That income for
poor relief was derived primarily from past donations, inserts an unspecified time lag in the
analysis. Poor relief accounts routinely do not date the origins of their endowments and have not
been conserved in a continuous way to allow for easy reconstruction. Some retrospective insight
can be gained, however, from a survey of extant foundations drafted in 1770 for villages in the
Liberty of Bruges, an adjacent region of coastal Flanders.69 The earliest foundations on this list
originated from the sixteenth and sometimes even fifteenth centuries, but they were generally
surpassed in number by those dating from the seventeenth and, to a lesser extent, eighteenth
centuries. Although many were also undated, the survey at the very least demonstrates that
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foundations with poor tables were still very much en vogue at the end of the seventeenth century in
coastal Flanders.70 That some sources of income used by the poor tables already had a venerable
history, needs moreover not to undermine the posited causal chronology. Processes towards farm
engrossment have been present in the polder areas since at least the late Middle Ages, and by the
sixteenth century, agrarian capitalism was already well-developed here. While some foundations
may have had a venerable history when reported as a source of income in 1700, they originated
from a local context characterized by the gradual development of agrarian capitalism and reflected
an enduring tradition that continued to be replenished by new donations and foundations.

Conclusions
The results of the village-level comparison for the Furnes region at the turn of the seventeenth
century explored here, feed back into broader debates on the specificity of the Old Poor Law in
preindustrial England, and on causalities shaping poor relief practices in preindustrial Europe
more generally. Whether in terms of relief expenses or number of recipients involved, poor relief
in the district of Furnes around 1700 does not seem to have been less significant than in
contemporary England and Wales. While other studies for the area already identified poor relief
practices similar to the functioning of the Old Poor Law for the late eighteenth century, they also
found overall relief expenses to have been lower than across the Channel. This spending gap,
however, appears to have been attributable in part or in full to the exceptional expansion of
English poor relief in the last decades of the Old Poor Law: pushing back the comparison to the
late seventeenth century, as we were able to do here, shows a world of striking resemblances even
in terms of relief expenses.

The cross-Channel comparison merits caution. The discussed figures for England and Wales
pertain to average relief expenses for the whole territory, with great local variations in relief
spending – including seasonal labour in the polders –, while those studied here for the Furnes
polder villages were likely among the highest in the rural Southern Low Countries. In addition,
English rate-based relief was supplemented by a smaller, unknown, level of endowed charity.
While overall poor relief spending was still no doubt higher in many English villages, especially in
the southeast, then, the comparison does demonstrate that well-developed rural poor relief
provisions existed in continental regions that could match average rate-based spending in England
at the close of the seventeenth-century.71 These findings represent another argument to buttress
the appeal for bottom-up approaches that study local and regional poor relief practices in a
comparative perspective, rather than follow any a priori assumptions on the exceptionality of early
modern poor relief provisions in England versus the Continent based on normative criteria and/or
national categories.

Taking a bottom-up comparative approach to poor relief practices, as in the present study,
further contributes to better insight into underlying causalities. That the coastal polder villages
approximated English relief practices more than the sandy loam villages, notwithstanding their
shared institutional context, lends support to the argument that the spread of rural wage labour
fostered the expansion of poor relief – rather than the other way around. That distribution was
both more restrictive (number of recipients) and more substantial (relief per recipient) in the
northern villages, reflected the relative richness of polder elites, but also, we believe, the specific
‘deep’ vulnerability of waged work in terms of gender and lifecycle, and a willingness to activate
male labour. These interpretations support the argument that agrarian capitalism increased both
the need and scope for redistribution via public poor relief, whereby the latter expanded primarily
as compensation for the erosion of sources of income other than – often male-centred – wage
labour. As a result, the expansion of public poor relief de facto functioned as a social stabiliser and
labour cost subsidy that likely eased the precarious transition to wage labour. That overall levels of
relief were no doubt higher in certain English regions where wage labour had spread at a much
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larger scale still, further supports the argument of agrarian capitalism as the driving force behind
the expansion of preindustrial poor relief.72

Where comparative bottom-up analyses help to highlight shared causalities, they can also point
to interesting differences that shaped specific outcomes. While the scale of poor relief expenses
was comparable to rate-based averages in England and Wales, the high spending on remembrance
masses and other costs associated with foundations, signals how charity in the Furnes region tied
in with specific, religious forms of representation and legitimization by local elites, especially in the
polder villages. Here, charitable giving served to symbolically and culturally represent family
power and prestige at least as much as to assist the needy poor. The extent to which this interacted
with more general differences between catholic and protestant approaches to poor relief, might be
taken up in further research. The results for Furnes in any case indicate that suchlike ‘conspicuous’
charity was more prevalent where agrarian capitalism was more advanced and went hand in hand
with high levels of spending on poor relief proper, which hints at its potential role as a source of
elite legitimization in villages where proletarianization widened the gap between rich and poor.
Hence, the socially stabilizing effect of expanding poor relief clearly ran along cultural lines as well.
Although spending on foundations did not preclude high sums for poor relief proper, then, these
findings serve to remind us that the purported causal connection between agrarian capitalism and
poor relief was in any case mediated by religious, cultural, and political traditions in practice. This
helps to understand how shared causalities could produce distinct outcomes with other cultural or
political implications, which further highlights the continued need for comparative studies that
consider differences in local and regional contexts.
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were no longer occupied by farmers, but by labourers. In the village of Stuivekenskerke, for example, two labourers’
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households were inhabiting an abandoned farmstead (in the source indicated as ‘cense vague’). See H. Ronse, De volkstelling
1697 in de kasselrij Veurne (Handzame: Familia et Patria, 1973): 144.
26 G. Dalle, ‘Pachtprijzen in Veurne-Ambacht en in het Brugse Vrije’, in Dokumenten voor de geschiedenis van prijzen en
lonen in Vlaanderen en Brabant (Brugge: de Tempel, 1959), vol. 1: 205–38.
27 On low real estate prices in this region at the end of the seventeenth century see see also P. Vandewalle, ‘Le marché
immobilier dans la région de Dunkerque, 1590–1900’, in P. Servais and M. Dorban, eds., Les mouvements longs des marchés
immobiliers ruraux et urbains en Europe, XVIe-XIXe siècles (Louvain-la-Neuve, 1994): 23–26.
28 This also explains why poor tables recorded no financial surpluses in the survey. Because income was at a low, all available
income was spent in maintaining the relief infrastructure and assisting the poor.
29 City Archives Furnes, Old Archives, nr. 1120.
30 Local accounts show that this type of miscellaneous and occasional revenue was relatively low in most villages, as the bulk
of income was derived from rights to land: Broeck, Lambrecht, and Winter, ‘Pre-Industrial Welfare’. This would only in the
second half of the eighteenth century be complemented by a growing contribution of poor taxes: Lambrecht and Winter, ‘An
Old Poor Law’.
31 As one return omits data on income structure, income analysis is limited to 16 polder and 16 sandy loam villages.
32 Moreover, wage differentials probably reflected differences in labour supply and productivity more than differences in
living costs. The average yearly stipend of a male servant in polder villages (47.53 fl) in 1701 was 11% higher than in inland
villages (42.81 fl), while the median equivalent was 20% higher (52.35 fl vs 43.75 fl). Data on the wages of servants from 13
polder villages and 9 sandy loam villages were obtained from a survey executed in 1701. See City Archives Furnes, nr. 914.
33 Average relief income per inhabitant in the sample was 1.37 fl. The farm account books of Ter Doest for the years 1697–
1699 and 1701–1702 typically mention 1 schelling grooten Vlaams as the standard day hire for a male agricultural labourer,
including food on the job: 513 workdays at this rate in 1698, 332 in 1699, 285 in 1701, 269 in 1702 (see Great Seminar Bruges,
Archives Abbey of the Dunes: Accounts, nr. 134). The standard day wage of a male agricultural labourer around 1700 is
therefore taken to have been 1 sch. gr. Vl. (=0.3 fl.) in the polder area, but this included food on the job as well – in contrast to
contemporary England. Even if we assume wage without food to have been double that of a wage with food (cf. Gregory Clark,
‘Farm Wages and Living Standards in the Industrial Revolution: England, 1670–1869’, The Economic History Review 54: 3
(2001): 479.), so 0.6 fl. here, the average income for poor relief per capita in the 33 villages in our sample was still the equivalent
of 2.28 day’s wages (without food) of a male agricultural labourer.
34 Based on data for the 30 villages out of the 33 in the sample for which 1807 data are available. See also Broeck, Lambrecht,
and Winter, ‘Pre-Industrial Welfare’.
35 According to estimates of Paul Slack, The English Poor Law, 1531–1782 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990), 30, average
annual rate-based expenditure on poor relief in England andWales in 1696 amounted to 1.45s. per head of population. This is
based on a total expenditure estimate of £400,000 that year and an estimated population of 5.5 million, discussed more
extensively in Paul Slack, Poverty & Policy in Tudor & Stuart England (London: Longman, 1988), 169–73. According to recent
calculations by Waddell, ‘The Rise’, 169–71, Slack’s underlying total is ‘likely to be a significant overestimate’, and a total of
£300,000 ‘much more plausible’, but his estimates are limited to England (excluding Wales), of which we can estimate total
population around 5 million, resulting in an estimated 1.2s. per capita. Clark, ‘FarmWages’, 485, calculates the average winter
wage of a male agricultural labourer in 1695–1699 to have been 9.7d. With 12d. in 1s., this makes average poor relief expenses
in 1696 the equivalent of 1.80 day’s wages per head of population based on Slack’s estimate, and of 1.48 day’s wages using
Waddell’s total.
36 First of all, income is not the same as expenditure. Hence, we will elaborate the comparison with England andWales when
discussing poor relief expenses (below) rather than income.
37 Or at least in 1631 – when the last revision of the Transport of Flanders took place. The longevity of this repartition
suggests that it remained at least indicative of inter-local variations of wealth. The unit of measurement for fiscal capacity used
in the calculations are those from the last revision of the Transport of Flanders in 1631, which still functioned as the repartition
system for land taxes in 1700. Its significance therefore does not lie in its absolute values (which refer to the situation in 1631)
but in the relative differences between parishes. Data from 1631 were retrieved from City Archives Furnes, Oud Archief, nr.
342. On the use of this data to reconstruct economic hierarchies see also Peter Stabel, Dwarfs Among Giants. The Flemish
Urban Network in the Late Middle Ages (Leuven-Apeldoorn, Garant, 1997), 45–52.
38 Polder villages seem to have generated more income from renting out small houses compared to the sandy loam villages.
This shows differences in the nature of the immovable assets. In polder villages 10 out of 16 villages owned houses; in sandy
loam villages only 7 of the 17 villages owned this type of property.
39 In the absence of further details on the nature of these annuities (redeemable annuities originating from capital invested by
the poor table viz. unredeemable annuities resulting from donations to the poor table) it is not possible to explain these
differences.
40 As both relief income as land tax depended primarily on land value, their positive correlation may also have been
occasioned partly by their mutual correlation with local variations in land prices – but this would not invalidate the argument.
Larger income was however not only the result of higher land values, but also of greater land possessions. In terms of land, the
poor tables in the polder villages owned the equivalent of on average 3.17 per cent of the surface of their communities, while in
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the sandy loam villages this was 2.83 per cent. In other words, a larger part of the surface of the land had been donated to the
poor tables in polder villages.
41 As data on expenditure are missing or unintelligible in 3 returns, the analysis on expenditure pertains to 16 polder villages
and 14 sandy loam villages.
42 In non-war years and periods investments of landowners in maintaining and repairing farms were limited to 5 to 10 per
cent of the rental income. See Thijs Lambrecht, Een grote hoeve in een klein dorp. Relaties van arbeid en pacht op het Vlaamse
platteland tijdens de 18de eeuw (Ghent, Academia Press, 2002): 61–4.
43 State Archives Bruges, Acht Parochies, nr. 258.
44 In late medieval Ghent on average 41 per cent of the income of pious foundations was spent on material poor relief. See
Hannelore Franck, ‘Memoria et caritas. Jaargetijden als armenzorg in de Onze-Lieve-Vrouweparochie te Gent in de late
middeleeuwen’, Handelingen van de Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent, 67 (2013): 40–41.
45 Which stood at between 1.5 and 1.8 day’s wages according to different estimates – see note 34. An important caveat is that
the English estimates pertain to rate-based expenditure only, whereas in the Furnes area, there was probably little endowed
charity outside of the recorded figures. Unfortunately, there are no reliable estimates on the level of endowed charity in
England this period. If we maintain the upper-bound estimate of £150,000 endowment-based expenses by 1700 according to
Slack, Poverty & Policy, 171, and add this to his £400,000 estimated rate-based expenses, we end up with a total of £550,000
relief expenses on a population of 5.5 million, or 2s. per capita. Using the same calculation method as in note 35, this brings the
upper-bound English relief expense estimate – combining both rate-based and charity-based expenses – to an equivalent of
2.47 (Slack) or 2.22 (Waddell) day’s wages per capita.
46 Obviously, as the figure for England represents a national average, it hides considerable local and regional variation, which
we discuss below. On these local and regional differences see, among others, King, Poverty andWelfare, Hindle, On the Parish,
and Waddell, ‘The Rise’.
47 For the Furnes area, the best grain price series available is that of wheat prices in the nearby city of Nieuwpoort :
J. Vermaut, ‘Prijzen van tarwe en rogge te Nieuwpoort en gewicht van het brood (1588–1792)’, in Dokumenten voor de
geschiedenis van prijzen en lonen in Vlaanderen en Brabant (XVe-XVIIIe Eeuw), ed. C. Verlinden (Brugge: De Tempel, 1959),
67–83. Deducting a ‘toeslag’ of 50 gr. Vl. and equating one Brugse hoet to 166 liters (A. Wyffels, ‘Maten en gewichten’, in
Dokumenten voor de geschiedenis van prijzen en lonen in Vlaanderen En Brabant (XVe-XVIIIe Eeuw), ed. C. Verlinden
(Brugge: De Tempel, 1959), 6.), the 549 gr. Vl. per Brugse hoet recorded by Vermaut as ‘slag’ for 1700 equates 0.0752 fl. per litre
of wheat. An average expenditure of 1.14 fl. therefore amounted to 15.17 litres of wheat in 1700. Slack, The English Poor Law,
30, uses wheat prices fromW. G. Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations and English Economic History, 1620–1759’, The Agricultural
History Review 16: 1 (1968): 15–31 to calculate real equivalents of poor relief per capita, estimated by him at 0.04 quarters or
(with one quarter approximately 291 litres) 11.64 litres of wheat in 1696. As such comparisons are heavily influenced by grain
prices in the benchmark year – subject to profound fluctuations in this period – we used the same series published by Vermaut
and Hoskins respectively to calculate average grain prices over a 21-year period including the ten years preceding and
following the benchmark years (yielding and average of 0.0906 fl. and 1.41d. per litre respectively). Applied to average relief
expenses per capita, the resulting equivalents yield an average annual expenditure of 12.58 litres of wheat for the polder villages
(1700), and of 12.35 litres in England (1696). Using the lower estimate of rate-based relief expenses in 1696 favoured by
Waddell, ‘The Rise’, 171, results in an English average of 10.19 litres of wheat. Including the – speculative – estimate of
£150,000 of endowed charity expenses (see note 44), increases the English average by 37.5%.
48 Broeck, Lambrecht, andWinter, ‘Pre-Industrial Welfare’ (30 villages: 14 polder and 16 sandy loam). For England see King,
Poverty and Welfare, 38.
49 The difference stands out even more if their share is calculated for the totality of relief recipients in each of the areas rather
than as unweighted averages per village: 62 per cent of all poor relieved in the sandy loam villages were children, as against 48
per cent in the polder villages.
50 Dalle, ‘De Volkstelling’. No further subdivision between able-bodied and disabled adults was possible for the 1697 census
returns.
51 For young unmarried women in this region see Thijs Lambrecht ‘Labour Legislation and Rural Servants in the Southern
Low Countries, c.1600–1800’, in J. Whittle and T. Lambrecht, eds., Labour Laws in Preindustrial Europe: the Coercion and
Regulation of Wage Labour, c.1350–1850 (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2023), 160.
52 Boyer, An Economic History; A. Digby, ‘The Labour Market and the Continuity of Social Policy after 1834: The Case of the
Eastern Counties’, Economic History Review 28: 1 (1975): 69–83; Henry French, ‘An Irrevocable Shift: Detailing the Dynamics
of Rural Poverty in Southern England, 1762–1834: A Case Study’, The Economic History Review 68: 3 (2015): 770–71, 793–94.
The entanglement with highly publicized political attacks on the Old Poor Law in this period have moreover generated
generalizations or even caricatures of practices of labour subsidies and family allowances in the late eighteenth century,
whereas in reality it was a highly locally variable practice with different modalities and scales: Mark Blaug, ‘The Myth of the
Old Poor Law and the Making of the New’, The Journal of Economic History 23: 2 (1963): 151–84; James Stephen Taylor, ‘The
Mythology of the Old Poor Law’, The Journal of Economic History 29: 2 (1969): 295; Fred Block and Margaret Somers, ‘In the
Shadow of Speenhamland: Social Policy and the Old Poor Law’, Politics & Society 31: 2 (2003): 283–323.
53 King, Poverty, 164–70; Williams, Poverty, 500–16; French, ‘An Irrevocable Shift’, 781–84.
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54 If we include ¼ of expenses on foundations, the difference in 1700 becomes even more marked: 19.2 fl. relief per recipient
in the polder villages versus 7.0 fl. in the sandy loam villages.
55 Using the 21-yearly moving average of Nieuwpoort wheat prices for 1700 (see note 46). In day wage equivalents, these
averages are considerably lower than in 1807, when relief per recipient in these villages was the equivalent of more than 40
days’ wages for the 30 villages for which 1807 data exist: 58 in the polder villages (N= 16) and 30 in the sandy loam villages
(N= 14). On the 1807 data see Broeck, Lambrecht, and Winter, ‘Pre-Industrial Welfare’.
56 Cf. French, ‘An Irrevocable Shift’; Samantha A. Shave, ‘The Dependent Poor ? (Re)Constructing the Lives of Individuals
‘On the Parish’ in Rural Dorset, 1800–1832’, Rural History 20: 1 (2009): 67–97.
57 Broeck, Lambrecht, and Winter, ‘Pre-Industrial Welfare’.
58 Jane Humphries, ‘Enclosures, Common Right, and Women: The Proletarianization of Families in the Late Eighteenth and
Early Nineteenth Centuries’, Journal of Economic History 50: 1 (1990): 17–42. On female agrarian wage labour in the Flemish
polder region, see: Lore Helsen, ‘The persistent workforce: female day labour on capitalist farms in eighteenth-century
Flanders’, Rural History 34: 1 (2023): 19–37.
59 Indications on the importance of seasonal migrants in the region can be found in several studies, including Dalle, De
bevolking; Jan Lucassen, Naar de kusten van de Noordzee. Trekarbeid in Europees perspectief, 1600–1900 (Utrecht, 1984); Anne
Winter and Thijs Lambrecht, ‘Migration, poor relief and local autonomy: settlement policies in england and the southern low
countries in the eighteenth century’, Past and Present 218: 1 (2013): 91–126; Lambrecht and Winter, ‘An Old Poor Law’;
Marjolein Schepers, ‘From nativism to the inclusion of immigrants: settlement and poor relief in eighteenth-century bruges’,
Journal of Migration History 6: 2 (2020): 151–81. Yet its dynamics and scale would definitely benefit from further research,
something we endeavour to undertake in the near future.
60 On the local economy of exchange, see Lambrecht, ‘Reciprocal Exchange’. On these informal support networks
functioning as substitutes for public poor relief, see: Eric Vanhaute and Thijs Lambrecht, ‘Famine, Exchange Networks and the
Village Community. A Comparative Analysis of the Subsistence Crises of the 1740s and the 1840s in Flanders’, Continuity and
Change 26: 2 (2011): 155–86.
61 Calculated from G. Dalle, ‘De Volkstellingen te Veurne en in Veurne-Ambacht op het einde van de zeventiende eeuw’,
Handelingen van de Koninklijke Commissie voor Geschiedenis 120 (1955): 20–23.
62 On the complexity of the notion of fiscal poor as a measure of poverty see Blockmans and Prevenier, ‘Armoede in de
Nederlanden’: 511–2.
63 Lis and Soly, Poverty and Capitalism.
64 Boyer, An Economic History. Restricting relief to those unable to work, more generally seems to conflict with the potential
function of poor relief as a means to maintain a labour reserve (Lis and Soly, ‘Policing’; Leeuwen, ‘Logic of Charity’), but either
policy option might be beneficial to employers in different circumstances, depending on – inter alia – the character of labour
demand and supply, power relations between different elite groups, and dominant notions of deservingness.
65 In the aggregate, it amounts to a subsidy of the reproductive cost of labour and social stabilizer by bearing the costs of wage
workers’ non-productive lifecycle periods (childhood, old age, sickness), while also at micro-level it could fulfil this function as
a lifecycle-specific means of survival for wage-dependents and/or to compensate for low-paid workers being unable to care for
ill or elderly family members. See also Lambrecht and Winter, ‘An Old Poor Law’, 1185.
66 Lambrecht and Winter, ‘An Old Poor Law’; Broeck, Lambrecht, and Winter, ‘Pre-Industrial Welfare’.
67 Lambrecht ‘Labour Legislation’, 144–63. The late seventeenth and early eighteenth century was characterized by a renewed
intensity in the enforcement of labour legislation in the district of Furnes.
68 Dombrecht, ‘Plattelandsgemeenschappen’, chap. 6, esp. pp. 335–40 and E. Van Onacker and H. Masure, ‘Unity in
Diversity. Rural Poor Relief in the Sixteenth-Century Southern Low Countries’, TSEG/The Low Countries Journal of Social and
Economic History, 12 (2015): 82–84.
69 State Archives Ghent, Council of Flanders, nrs. 31.472–31.473.
70 By way of illustration, we selected five coastal villages in the survey that recorded relatively many foundations’ origin dates.
These five villages (Sint-Margriete, Moerkerke, Woumen, Esen and Zarren), together listed 39 foundations for their poor
tables, of which 20 undated. Of the 19 dated foundations, seven dated from the eighteenth century, and ten from the second
half of the seventeenth century. The earliest one was dated 1422.
71 For a recent appreciation of levels of English poor relief spending, see: Waddell, ‘The Rise’. See also note 35. Specifically on
the role of voluntary charity in England, see also: M.J.D. Roberts, ‘Head versus Heart? Voluntary Associations and Charity
Organization in England, c.1700–1850’, in H. Cunningham & J. Innes, eds., Charity, Philanthropy and Reform: From the 1690s
to 1850 (London: Palgrave, 1998), 66–86.
72 On regional variations in English poor relief spending, see: King, Poverty and Welfare. See also note 46.
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