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Theme: Urban history in a comparative perspective: the urban network of the medieval 
Low Countries in a European context 

In this series of lectures I propose to present a critical assessment of our present-day 
knowledge concerning the (late) mediaeval urban history of the Low Countries, tackling 
different aspects of the social and political history of the ‘Burgundian’ Low Countries based 
on my research over the last three decades. I intend to do so in order to deepen the 
understanding of the contribution to European history by the political and social 
experiments in the cities of the Low Countries during the 14th-15th  and early 16th centuries.  

In this brief outline I do suggest some of the essential questions that will be dealt with in 
each lecture. 

Lecture 1: a historiographical update: the long shadow of Henri Pirenne and urban history in 
the Low Countries 

Which were the themes discussed following Pirenne’s seminal works on urban (social) 
history? And how was this research organized and linked to the international networks in 
urban history, and thus influenced by the approaches developed in different historiographic 
traditions? 

Lecture 2: the urban network of the former Low Countries in a European perspective: 
demographic and economic aspects  

How did the urban network of the former Low Countries develop and how should we tackle 
the remarkable resilience of the network with regard to the fundamental demographic 
challenges of the period (famine, black death etc.)? Where do we stand nowadays 
concerning the theory of business cycles (Van der Wee) and the ‘new orientation of 
demand’, the influence of New Institutional Economics. 

Lecture 3: the corporatist city: variation on the communal ideal of mediaeval cities 

The bigger cities of the former Low Countries developed from a form of classic ‘communal’ 
organization – as attested elsewhere in Europe – to a formula in which guilds and 
corporations acquired on top of their economic role an outspoken political meaning. In the 
traditional vision accused of being an impediment to ‘modern’ economic development, they 



are nowadays looked upon as more flexible answers to urban society’s needs, both 
concerning the economy  as the political organization of the cities they functioned in. 

Lecture 4: the notion of ‘burgher-bourgeois’ and the urban middling groups as motor of 
urban resilience – the inclusive city 

The social type of the urban dweller or free burgher has been considered as one of the most 
original contributions leading up to the ‘modernity’ of European history (see Gourevitch). 
The meaning of being a burgher/citizen has remained a crucial topic in present day research 
(see Maarten Prak’s very recent synthesis on Citizenship in a global context). The 
experiences of burghers in the context of the urban communities of the Low Countries has 
been of great value since in that part of Europe a political revolution (and the coming about 
of a Republic in the course of the 16th century) has been successful well before similar 
developments took place in France or England. In this lecture, the role and position of 
women in urban society will receive specific attention, as also in this field the Low Countries 
were different in several important aspects compared to the situation as known in southern 
parts of Europe. 

Lecture 5: the control of urban populations: the medieval city as a source of exclusion and 
marginalization 

The medieval city (both in the Low Countries and elsewhere) did survive thanks to the 
constant input of newcomers and immigrants, at the same time the processes of inclusion 
were hold in equilibrium by the need to control the composition of the population, as the 
passing on of urban (bourgeois) values was linked to the control of unwanted behavior 
(criminality) and the ‘creation’ of marginal groups (prostitutes, sodomites, heretics etc.),   
which were treated as scapegoats.  

Lecture 6: the urban space and its transformations, the relationship town-countryside 

Urban space was crucial since it no only determined the quality of life in the city, it also got 
bestowed with meaning through the social (and political) actions of the inhabitants, in the 
line of the theories of Henri Lefebvre urban space has to be considered not only as a static 
given fact, but also as a mean to express and consolidate urbanity and what it meant to be a 
citizen. In the course of the Middle Ages cities had to face problems of both maintaining 
growth and expansion and then (from the 14th century onwards) of challenging crisis and 
demise. All these had important consequences for the way urban space was organized and 
the health and survival of the cities’ population maintained and ascertained. At the end of 
the period, an additional challenge was added when the ducal/royal state (of the dukes of 
Burgundy and the Habsburg kings) started to intervene in the urban space by imposing 
princely citadels, following an Italian model. 

Lecture 7: city and state (1): the tense relationship between cities and rulers (counts of 
Flanders, dukes of Brabant, dukes of Burgundy) – rebelliousness and political representation 

The cities of the former Low Countries faced, as was the case in other parts of Europe, the 
growing power and interests of the princely ‘state’, they offer again an interesting case 
concerning the theme of the ‘growth of the central state’ (a much debated topic during the 



80s of the 20th century) but also, given the remarkable tradition of urban rebellions, 
concerning the topic of popular politics, of empowerment and concerning the effects of 
representation and negotiations between city and ‘state’ on political culture in general.  

Lecture 8: city and state (2): finances and fiscal policy: the model of the ‘financial revolution’ 
of the 16th century challenged? 

At the heart of the debate between city and ‘state’ was the importance of the fiscal potential 
of the cities and how strong the cities’ resistance was in face of the financial demands and 
needs of central governments? The specific fiscal tradition (with almost a total absence of 
direct taxation) opened the way to the creation of a public debt, which in its turn allowed for 
economic alliances between the urban elites and the ‘state’. This development has been 
described as a ‘financial revolution’ (Tracy) of the 16th century, but it is clear that the 
underlying processes were developed in the late middle ages, and were triggered by the 
ongoing financial relationship between cities and the Burgundian dukes.  

Lecture 9: urban culture and urban religion: aspects of the contribution to late medieval 
culture (in the wake of the centennial of Huizinga’s seminal work ‘The autumn of the Middle 
Ages’) 

The different specific elements of the history of the urban network of the former Low 
Countries (corporate organization of the economy, the political organization) were greatly 
indebted to an urban culture in which the spread of literacy, a certain gender balance, 
specific religious developments (the question of ‘urban religion’ and of an individualized 
religious feeling) and the reciprocal role of urban elites and princely courts were responsible 
for a so-called ‘Northern renaissance’. This in contrast to the influential image of a gradually 
fading culture which has been looked upon as being the ‘autumn’ phase of the European 
medieval culture.   

Lecture 10: for the ‘common good’? the contribution of the urban experiments in the former 
Low Countries to European history 

To sum up: what was the specificity of the developments the urban network of the former 
Low Countries witnessed in relation to the European Sonderweg? The notion of the 
‘common good’, a vague notion that underpinned many of the urban political ideals was 
central to the development of a decentralized urban system in the Low Countries, which in 
the course of the early modern period was quite exceptional and deviant in the context of 
the rest of Europe where the emergence of centralized royal and/or princely states became 
dominant. In these concluding remarks, the legacy of the medieval cities will be the central 
question, linking them again to the great expectations and historiographic traditions in 
which this present-day vision stands.  


