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ABSTRACT: This article considers the model of the peasant mode of production
developed in Chris Wickham’s FEMA, concentrating on England and Northern Francia.
According to Wickham, these two regions constitute instances of the two different ways
in which the ideal model of the peasant mode could work on the ground during the early
medieval period. In England we see the «tribal» form, in which rural communities were
economically autonomous, while in Francia —where elites were much more powerful—
Wickham identified islands of peasant autonomy, surrounded by areas of strong aristocratic
power. After assessing Wickham’s discussion of these two territories, this article discusses
systems of exchange, and the participation of local communities in those systems, before
considering some of the recent developments in both historical and archacological research
on peasants, bottom-up perspectives, networks and rural communities. Moreover, some of
the key elements in Wickham’s model of peasant economies —redistribution, reciprocity,
the centrality of gift-giving, social rank and the impermanence of strong hierarchies— are
also reassessed.

Keywords: peasant mode of production; England; Francia; exchange and trade;
networks.

' Many of my ideas on long-distance exchange took shape during my DPhil, which was supervised

by Chris Wickham and Helena Hamerow. This article owes much to our continuous conversations, during
my doctoral years and afterwards. I also wish to express my gratitude to Robert Portass and Peter Sarris for
inviting me to contribute to this special issue and for their editorial work, and to the two anonymous readers
for their perceptive comments.
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RESUMEN: Este articulo examina el modelo del modo de produccién campesino
desarrollado en FEMA de Chris Wickham, centrandose en Inglaterra y el norte de Francia.
Segtin Wickham, estas dos regiones constituyen ejemplos de las dos formas diferentes en que
el modelo ideal del modo campesino podia funcionar durante el periodo altomedieval. En
Inglaterra vemos la forma «tribal», en la que las comunidades rurales eran econémicamente
auténomas, mientras que en Francia —donde las élites eran mucho mds poderosas—
Wickham identificé islas de autonomia campesina, rodeadas de zonas de fuerte poder
aristocratico. Tras evaluar el andlisis de Wickham sobre estos dos territorios, este articulo
analiza los sistemas de intercambio y la participacién de las comunidades locales en dichos
sistemas, antes de considerar algunos de los avances recientes en la investigacién tanto
histérica como arqueoldgica sobre los campesinos, las perspectivas «desde abajo», las redes
de intercambio, y las comunidades rurales. Ademds, se reevaltan algunos de los elementos
clave del modelo de economias campesinas de Wickham: la redistribucién, la reciprocidad,
la centralidad de la donacién, el rango social y la impermanencia de las jerarquias fuertes.

Palabras clave: modo de produccién campesino; Inglaterra; Francia; intercambio y
comercio; redes.

SUMMARY: 0 Introdution. 1 The peasant mode of production in England and
northern Francia. 2 Local communities and systems of exchange in the earliest post-Roman
period, from c. 450 to c. 650. 2.1 The archaeological evidence and some theoretical concepts.
2.2 The sixth-century long-distance system of exchange. 3 Conclusions. 4 Works cited.

0 InTRODUCTION

Twenty years after its publication, FEMA continues to be a work with which every
historian of the European early Middle Ages should engage. In addition to its contribu-
tion to the socio-economic history of each of the individual regions it covers, its chief
actribute is the model of comparison it offers, which is both empirically robust and
analytically compelling. One idea central to FEMA is that, in various parts of Europe,
the socio-economic framework of the early post-Roman centuries provided improved
conditions for the members of peasant societies —in comparison, that is, to what peas-
ants endured in earlier and later periods. This is so, Wickham tells us, because peasant
communities after ¢. 400, in general terms, were not subjected to elite dominance to
the same degree that they had been under the Roman empire. Moving from the general
to the particular, readers of FEMA will recognise the importance Wickham places on
stressing the varying conditions in which peasants lived; put simply, peasant life differed
depending on the specific conditions of the economy and society, and the power that
aristocracies held, in every given region. This notwithstanding, the peasant mode of pro-
duction, as defined in FEMA, represents one of the theoretical cores of the book —one
which has promoted the study of peasants and peasant societies in regional and micro-re-
gional perspectives, bringing us closer to «the way people behaved on the ground»?.

2 Wickham, Framing, 539.
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The present article focuses on the northernmost territories considered by Wickham,
northern Francia and England, a «North Sea» zone which differs in many ways from
the Mediterranean world that represented the principal focus of Wickham’ research in
FEMA. Here I consider the idea of the peasant mode of production from a perspec-
tive that privileges systems of exchange. This contribution first reassesses what FEMA
proposes about the development of the peasant mode of production in England and
northern Francia. After that, I discuss local communities in the context of the systems of
exchange that characterised the sixth and seventh centuries (that is, before northwestern
Europe’s economy flourished starting from the late seventh and eighth centuries). Taking
Wickham’s model and more recent scholarship as my guides, discussion herein addresses
patterns of landownership, settlement hierarchies, and archacological evidence for ex-
change. In so doing, the article reconsiders some of the theoretical pillars of the peasant
mode of production —that is, redistribution, reciprocity, the centrality of gift-giving in
a context of marginality of commerce, and the formation of rank societies and non-per-
manent hierarchies.

1 THE PEASANT MODE OF PRODUCTION IN ENGLAND AND NORTHERN FRANCIA

In the ideal type of the peasant economy proposed in FEMA, the basic unit of
production is the houschold, whose members direct the labour process on the land they
work. Typically, every member of the household is required to work (although the house-
hold is rarely egalitarian because it is shaped by major social divides such as gender and
free/unfree)®. In this system, the very characteristics of exchange, and of the household
economy in foto, mitigate against an increase in agricultural production; accordingly, be-
cause production rarely exceeded subsistence levels, significant inequality did not come
to characterise social relations. The household economy is marked by the need for mu-
tual support: central to its internal workings are the logic of reciprocity, non-commercial
mechanisms such as gift-exchange, and a type of exchange which is —and Wickham is
here adopting a pillar of substantivist terminology— socially embedded®. This type of
economy is based on the constant reproduction of the social network itself, and exclusion
from this network represents too great a risk to the survival of the individual household.
Thus, the surplus that the household produces is reinvested in the social network, in
order to ensure that the household continues to form part of that network; this reinvest-
ment takes the form of non-commercial exchange, or of social practices characterised
by collective consumption. It is this mechanism that makes the accumulation of large

surpluses difficult to achieve, for large surpluses run counter to the social and economic

3 This and the following are based on Wickham, Framing, 535-47. On the peasant mode of pro-
duction and elite demand as the essential driving force see also Wickham, «Productive Forces»; Wickham,
«Rethinking the Structure».

* On substantivism see Polanyi, 7he Great Transformation, <The Economy» and Primitive, Archaic;
Dalton, «Karl Polanyi’s Analysis». On embeddedness, see Granovetter’s definition: «the intersection of eco-
nomic with noneconomic aspects of society, including not only social networks and their consequences but
also cultural, political, religious, and broadly institutional influences» (Granovetter, Society and Economy, 15).
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logics underpinning peasant existence. Here, market exchange has a very marginal role
—a point worth stressing, and to which I will return later in this contribution. This is not
to say that this economic logic does not also foster social differentiation, which is shaped
through the dynamics of gift-exchange; in this model, gifts create bonds of reciprocity,
and the individual who is able to give more generous gifts than his peers accumulates
social prestige, and thus gains more elevated social rank®. However, the crucial point is
this: this gift-exchange system creates a type of social differentiation that is not structur-
ally permanent.

The fundamental basis for the development of the peasant mode of production
in early medieval western Europe is the general weakness of fiscal extraction, and the
concomitant impoverishment of elites. While elites remained richer than the peasant
majority, their relative wealth was less marked than it had been under the Roman empire.
The decrepitude of state-level fiscal exaction acted as a precondition for the emergence
of peasant economy, because the «new» weaker elites of the fifth and sixth centuries
exercised less power and less control over the peasant majority than elites had done hith-
erto. For Wickham, it is this situation of diminished elite control of peasant-generated
resources which created the space for better conditions for peasant societies, which in
turn took the form of more autonomy and less burdensome work. Wickham defines the
peasant mode of production as «the patterns of the peasant economy that can be found
when landlords or the state do 7ot take surplus in a systematic way» (italics original)®.
The non-systematisation of the appropriation of surplus is a structural feature of peasant
economies, even in societies in which less powerful elites continued to attempt to exploit
peasants. Elites may even have demanded tribute, but at levels that rendered it marginal
to the overall economic system’. Wickham himself summarised the situation as follows:
«the peasant mode in the early medieval West does not seem to have often existed in a
pure state: there were aristocrats almost everywhere»®.

What, then, of the applicability of this model in the North Sea zone that forms the
focus of this article? If we want to talk about England and northern Francia together, the
first thing to note is that, although they are comparable from a socio-economic point
of view, many distinctive characteristics set them apart. Among the many elements that
make them comparable there is the general relatively weak continuity with the late Ro-
man world that both areas exhibited. From the point of view of exchange systems, north-
ern Francia and England were strongly connected, as can be seen from an archacological
perspective, and both were integral parts of a wider North Sea network of exchange.
This is attested by the major emporia, the large coastal trading sites that started to flour-
ish from roughly the late seventh century and which connected northern Francia and

England with Scandinavia and beyond. Yet the two areas present important differences

> On the gift see e.g. Mauss, «Essai sur le don»; Malinowski, Argonauts; Gregory, Gifis and Commod-
ities; Thomas, Entangled Objects; Weiner, Inalienable Possessions; Godelier, L énigme du don; Komter, Social
Solidarity. Also below n. 44.

¢ Wickham, Framing, 261.

7 On tribute as marginal see de Graca, «Peasant Mode», 170-1, who however seems to be thinking
about a total «absence of relations of exploitations ... and extra-economic coercion».

8 Wickham, Framing, 542.
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with respect to their economy. In FEMA, each of them is classified as part of one of the
two patterns of the peasant economy that represent ways in which the peasant mode
can work on the ground. England is one of the few territories, mainly located in north-
ern Europe, that are characterised by the «tribal form» of the peasant mode, in which
the elite did not control the economy of rural communities, which were autonomous
from an economic point of view. In these economies tributes were paid but they were
not structurally significant. In the second kind of pattern, which characterises northern
Francia, we encounter groups of peasants consisting of independent proprietors, but
these islands of peasant autonomy were surrounded by areas of strong aristocratic power
—areas, that is, in which the feudal mode of production dominated. Being potentially
more exposed to the power of the elites, these peasant groups were also more at risk of
losing their autonomy. Areas of «tribal form» may be spotted in particular parts of Fran-
cia, such as in the mountainous Vosges; yet they were rare, and, according to Wickham,
socially marginal. On the latter point, it is significant to note that studies on mountain-
ous territories in the early medieval period have, since FEMA, contributed to rethinking
the supposed marginality of these lands. This idea, after all, is a commonplace of certain
kinds of sources, such as hagiographies, and it is connected with a sense that mountains
were liminal places; nonetheless, as recent studies have argued, mountain lands may
have been economically important in some regions of the post-Roman West, and may
even have been sought after for this reason’. These recent reappraisals do not undermine
Wickham’s interpretation, since mountain zones remained peripheral from the point of
view of the central political powers of the early post-Roman period™.

There are many ways in which one could underline the influence that FEMA has
had on historical methodology, but in what follows I want to concentrate on how Wick-
ham successfully integrated several fields of research, creating a synthesis that has still not
been matched. Above all, FEMA played a pivotal role in making historians fully appre-
ciate that archaeology was (and remains) indispensable to the serious study of the early
Middle Ages. In part, Wickham turned to archacology because of the notorious dearth
of written evidence for the economy of large parts of northern Europe in these centu-
ries. In addition, however, Wickham recognised that archaeology opens up perspectives
that cannot be addressed by looking exclusively at the written sources. Archaeology is
especially important for the study of peasant societies, since written sources were mostly
written and preserved by the higher strata of society. As Wickham himself has noted,
the dialogue between the two disciplines is far from straightforward —which makes the

9

Schroeder, «Early Medieval Landscapes».

The discussion generated by FEMA is far too vast to be fully acknowledged here; but see the col-
lection of articles in Historical Materialism 19.1 (2011), which includes Wickham’s reply, «The Problems».
There and in other publications John Haldon and Jairus Banaji discuss, among other things, definitions of
modes of production, the late Roman state, and tenancy and the colonate (Banaji, «Late Antiquity»; Haldon,
«Framingy; see also Banaji, «Aristocracies, Peasantries»; Haldon, «Mode of Production»; Wickham, «How
Did the Feudal Economy Work?»). For a reassessment of these three Marxist models see now Tedesco, «<How
Marxists». Moreland, «Land and Power», and Astarita, «Peasant-Based Societies» are specifically on (respec-
tively) England and Francia. See also the collection of articles in Journal of Agrarian Change 9.1 (2009), which
engaged with FEMA; among them, Faith, «Forces and Relations», focused on England.

10
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achievement of FEMA all the more striking!'. Apart from the inclusion of archacological
data, Wickham’s research also had the great merit of engaging with and including mod-
els and ideas derived from major works of economic anthropology and sociology; the
thought of Pierre Bourdieu, Marcel Mauss, Karl Polanyi, Marshall Sahlins and Marilyn
Strathern (among others) clearly contributed to the basic elements that form the ideal
type of the peasant mode of production — elements such as redistribution, non-com-
mercial exchange, rank societies and hierarchisation. From a theoretical perspective, it is
now widely recognised that reflections current in economic anthropology and sociology
enrich our perspectives on early medieval socio-economic history —and here, in particu-
lar, of systems of exchange, to which we now turn.

2 LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND SYSTEMS OF EXCHANGE IN THE EARLIEST POST-ROMAN
PERIOD, FROM C. 450 TO C. 650

Much research has been devoted to peasant societies and peasant economies in Eng-
land and Francia since FEMA'. In this section, however, I will look specifically at what
Wickham’s model entails for systems of exchange, as many questions remain unresolved
with respect to how exchange was transformed after the late Roman period (in qualita-
tive terms, and in terms of organisation, among other factors), and how local communi-
ties may have entered new networks.

Over the last few decades, historical and archacological research on exchange in the
areas under consideration has importantly shifted its focus toward bottom-up views of
socio-economic development. Yet the role of elites in the exchange systems of the early
medieval period should not be overshadowed. For this reason, this section opens with a
few words on elites and landownership in the two territories, as seen from the written
sources, in order to set out the basic differences between England and Francia. I will then
discuss archaeological evidence in relation to hierarchisation and artisanal production
in England, given that, in Wickham’s view, these two spheres were key to mapping the
peasant mode of production on the ground; this section will also reconsider some of the
theoretical concepts at the heart of the model of peasant economy. Lastly, I will use the
case of the sixth-century long-distance network between southern England and northern
Francia to show that it is possible to add further layers of complexity to our knowledge
of those carliest post-Roman systems of exchange that preceded the economic revival of
the seventh and eighth centuries.

Wickham attributed great importance to the role played by elites in driving eco-
nomic change. Elites were the principal forces fuelling demand and thus underpinning

""" Wickham, «Fonti archeologiche».

The scholarship on these topics for Francia and England after FEMA cannot be condensed here;
but in addition to the references in these footnotes, see, for example, Devroey and Wilkin (eds.), «Autour
de Yoshiki Morimoto» (here, on models: Devroey and Wilkin, «Diversité»); Dierkens et al. (eds.), Penser la
paysannerie; Feller, Paysans et seigneurs, esp. 3-100; Patzold and Tedesco, «Beyond the Manorial Economy»;
Zeller et al., Neighbours and Strangers.

12
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exchange during the first centuries of the early medieval period®. In the northern areas
I am discussing here, as elsewhere, Wickham’s argument about the centrality of elites
focuses on the evidence of documentary sources, as well as on archacological materials.
In Francia, the charters produced before the year 800 already show large concentrations
of lands in the hands of churches, monasteries, and laymen'®. If, as mentioned above,
on the one hand Wickham found that there was some space for peasant economies in
peripheral areas such as the Vosges, on the other hand, in the Frankish kingdoms, we can
also see the extreme case of the Ile-de-France. There, charters and other written sourc-
es show that elites (including ecclesiastical foundations, most notably Saint-Denis and
Saint-Germain-des-Pres) amassed such vast properties that there was hardly any space for
autonomous peasant economies to develop®.

The socio-economic characteristics of the aristocracy in territories located north of
the Tle-de-France during the early Merovingian period have, however, been the subject
of debate, and not all scholars agree with Wickham’s suggestion that elites there were
already strong in the early Merovingian period'®. Guy Halsall, for instance, points to
the evidence from laws and cemeteries to propose that, with the exception of the area
of Trier, in the early Merovingian period the power of the aristocracy in the north was
precarious, and that for this reason elites needed to cultivate connections with kings,
coming to function as a «service aristocracy». For Halsall, the elite came to hold a more
secure power only from the late sixth/first half of the seventh century'”. The documen-
tation also allows us to draw clear regionally varied pictures of landownership and to
identify the structures of farming, and thus, to detect the peasant mode of production'®.
For instance, we can point to several interesting cases of fragmented patterns of landed
property, spaces in which we might expect the peasant mode of production to be in op-
eration. The development of small landed holdings can be seen from the documentation
of St Peter, Ghent, which together with St Bertin was one of the most important eccle-
siastical landowners in this part of northern Francia®. Instead, to the east of this area,

'3 For a snapshot of the main theoretical frameworks available when FEMA was published see Devro-

ey, Puissants et misérables, 359-75.

" On the wealth of churches and churches’ economy see recently Wood, 7he Christian Economy.
Wickham, Framing, esp. 398-406; 546-7. Since, as already discussed, peasant economies are con-
nected to a weakness of fiscal extraction, it should be noted here that there is a part of the scholarship who
has argued for a strong fiscal continuity from the late Roman period; see e.g. Durliat, Les finances publiques;
Magnou-Nortier, Aux origines. On taxation and fiscal lands see the work by Josiane Barbier, e.g. «Le fisc»
with further references. On the possible intensification of surplus extraction in the seventh century (which
was nevertheless lower than in Carolingian times) the case of the agrarium is notable: Sato «Lagrariumy»; see
also Wickham, Framing, 109-10.

1 Wickham, Framing, esp. 178-86 on aristocracy in northern Francia before the seventh century.
Halsall, «From Roman findus»; citation of «service aristocracy» at p. 288. A major point where
Wickham and Halsall read the evidence differently is the Argonne ware. See also Halsall, Barbarian Migra-
tions, 353-7. Theuws, «Long-Distance Trade», argues for weak elite control in the sixth and in much of the
seventh century.

'8 For a broad overview which also includes comparative perspectives with England see Devroey ez al.
«Agricultural Productiony.

" Smith, Europe afier Rome, esp. 167-73; Bavuso, «Small Lands».

15
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a significant amount of middle-size elite landownership has been recognised from the
documentation of the middle course of the Meuse®.

On the contrary, the situation and extent of landownership in the eastern part of
England are much more difficult to follow, because the written sources, narrative and
documentary, are incomparably fewer than in Francia. For the kingdom of Kent, which
is the area best covered by charters in the south-east, we have less than a hundred extant
charters (including the spurious ones) for the period between the second half of the
seventh century (the earliest period of charter production in England) and the end of
the eighth century?'. Nonetheless, what is clear is that when we do have charters, we can
readily identify elites —distinctions between ceor/ (free peasant) and eor/ (nobleman)
are attested already in the laws of Athelberht (beginning of the seventh century). But
although there clearly were elites in England, they were not comparable in scale to those
we encounter in Francia: put simply, in England elites were less wealthy. We do not see
the widespread accumulation of properties distributed across different regions in Eng-
land that we do in Francia, where elites engaged in this kind of activity. From a socio-eco-
nomic point of view, there remain grounds for comparison, especially with the north of
Francia (which experienced more discontinuities than the southern part of Francia), but
we may be comparing apples and oranges here. The sixth-century kingdoms of eastern
England were much smaller (and were characterised by simpler socio-economic, admin-
istrative and political structures) than the Merovingian kingdoms, and polities of similar
stature and size had not yet begun to take shape. The landscape of socio-economic life
and power was different as well. For one thing, the degree of continuity of urban life
was markedly different; moreover, the process of structuration of land and property that
came with the emergence of powerful churches and monasteries did not begin to cohere
until the second half of the seventh century.

No part of this picture has been significantly challenged, let alone radically redrawn,
since FEMA appeared in 2005. But if the picture provided by the written sources on
landownership has not fundamentally changed since FEMA, there is at least scope for
reassessing some of the features of Wickham’s model, thanks in great part to archaeolog-
ical excavations that have taken place since 2005. It is also helpful to revisit and revise

some of the anthropological concepts underpinning the peasant mode of production
that Wickham drew upon in FEMA.

2.1 The archaeological evidence and some theoretical concepts

From the point of view of material culture, Wickham identified «the weakness of
artisanal elaboration» and «the weakness of settlement hierarchy» as two major elements

that speak for the existence of peasant economies?. Both are connected with the basic
2 Wilkin, «Le patrimoine».
Charters relating to the landed property in Kent are mostly held in the archives of Christ Church
and St Augustine (both in Canterbury), and Rochester: see respectively Brooks and Kelly, Charters of Christ
Church; Kelly, Charters of St. Augustine’s Abbey; Campbell, Charters of Rochester.
2 Wickham, Framing, 545.

21
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characteristics of the ideal type: that is, weak and non-permanent hierarchies, low levels
of elite demand, structural obstacles to the accumulation of surplus. This constitutes a
solid framework for assessing peasant societies on the ground, and it is of course signifi-
cant, as Wickham points out, that all these elements can be seen in England during the
earliest post-Roman period. Since the publication of FEMA, the general picture of strong
socio-economic decline in England has not been overturned: a steeper hierarchisation in
society remains a process visible only from around the seventh century.

Starting with settlement hierarchies, Rosamond Faith noted that early post-Roman
England may have been characterised by mixed farming, with little separation between
communities of pastoralists and agriculturalists, and that the model of «intensifica-
tion and abatement» may well apply for the «Early Anglo-Saxon period» (as the phase
ca. 450-650 is generally called in archaeological terms in England)®. According to this
model, two different strategies of land use can be identified, which depend on the degree
of external pressure on peasants. The switch from intensification to abatement may hap-
pen when external pressure decreases; thus, according to Faith, in periods of «abatement
economy» —as seen in early post-Roman England— we can hypothesise that there was
a growth in the importance of pastoralism, and that less effort was expended on agri-
culture. Crucially, a greater dependance on livestock would have meant that there was
less scope for the elite to appropriate peasant surplus®. This situation of «abatement
economy» started to change only around 800, thanks to the investment in cereal agricul-
ture by both peasants and lords, and thanks to population growth®. Such a model thus
recognises that bottom-up forces can also drive economic change.

A connection between the earliest centralised granaries and watermills (among oth-
er facilities) and high-status sites appears to be archacologically visible in some regions
during c. 680-830, which has thus been recognised as a crucial period of change (the
grounding idea is that there is a connection between the growth of cereal farming and
the growth of socio-economic inequality). Moreover, it is from this period that we have
evidence for substantial livestock enclosures, which implies a strategy of stronger coop-
eration between farmers®.

While the existence of weak settlement hierarchies is generally confirmed, exca-
vated settlements continue to be incomparably fewer than the excavated cemeteries
—a severe obstacle to our reconstruction of social differentiation and hierarchy within

» Faith, «Forces and Relations»; Faith proposes a different dynamic of change in rural societies than

that suggested by Wickham.

# See Faith, «Forces and Relations», and Banham and Faith, Anglo-Saxon Farms.

25 Faith, «Forces and Relations», 38-9.

% See Hamerow, «The FeedSax», 16-8, with references, including to McKerracher, Farming Trans-
Jformed. This is part of the work of the recently completed ERC project «Feeding Anglo-Saxon England
(FeedSax): The Bioarchaeology of an Agricultural Revolution», led by Helena Hamerow, which focused on
key farming developments —systematic crop-rotation; low-imput, «extensive» cultivation regimes; and wide-
spread use of the mouldboard plough— up to the 13th century. See McKerracher and Hamerow (eds.), New
Perspectives. From the middle of the seventh and the eighth centuries, important transformations of the settle-
ment landscape (reflecting socio-economic developments), and agricultural growth, are also visible in north-
ern Francia: see Peytremann, «I’apport; on settlement archaeology there see also Peytremann, Archéologie.
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and between early communities. Moreover, eatly excavated settlements have in general
preserved too few objects to allow for refined recognition of the nature of the sites,
and of their role in the landscape”. Notwithstanding these ever-present issues, since
FEMA some excavations have strongly contributed to modifying our view of the Early
Anglo-Saxon period. The excavation of Lyminge, East Kent, is surely one of these, as
it clearly shows that accumulation of resources and social hierarchisation were possible
from a very early period®. As we have seen, the absence of economic accumulation
is central to the ideal type peasant mode of production —although Wickham noted
that, on the ground, things may be partially different insofar as the presence of a local
elite (which had more resources) may be more stable than assumed by the ideal type®.
Lyminge is located in a strategic position well-connected to the coast of East Kent
and within the long-distance maritime network that linked south-eastern England to
Francia. The early post-Roman settlement started around the late fifth century, and the
finds (including glass vessels, which are rather rare for the period in England) point to
a high-status presence already in the sixth century. The excavated royal hall has been
dated to the first half of the seventh century, and then, later on, a monastery was estab-
lished —a trajectory, from a royal to a monastic centre, which is confirmed by an early
charter of the late seventh century®®. By that stage, kings already possessed mineral
resources, for iron is mentioned in this early document, and —crucially— excavations
have now shown that ironworking was ongoing in the sixth century as well —well
before the charters®. Lyminge allow us to observe a landscape in which the connection
between elites and the control of natural resources was established early; furthermore,
in this case the archacological and written sources complement each other. Yet the site
is not unique: Rockingham Forest (in Northamptonshire) offers another example, for
here there is evidence of the early exploitation of iron*.

Cases such as these add complexity to a picture of socio-economic development

that has been framed within the idea of a transformation from «anked» to «stratified»

¥ Even when significant amounts of objects are found, it may be difficult to understand the nature
of these settlements: see Hamerow, Rural Settlements, 99-101, discussing the case of the Middle Saxon set-
tlement at Flixborough, North Lincolnshire. Flixborough’s nature as lay rural estate centre, proposed after
excavation, has been contested in favour of an interpretation that considers it to have been a minster. See
Loveluck, Rural Settlement; Blair, «Flixborough Revisited».

% On Lyminge see below n. 30.

¥ Wickham, Framing, 542.

% On Lyminge see Thomas, «Life »; Thomas and Knox, Lyminge Interim Report 2014; Broadley, «Pre-
liminary Observations» on glass production; Thomas, «Monasteries». Various contributions in McKerracher
and Hamerow (eds.), New Perspectives, discuss Lyminge. The charter for Lyminge, which is considered to be
authentic (see Kelly, Charters of St. Augustine’s Abbey, 34-6) is S 12 (here and below, I follow the numbering
given by Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters), dated to AD 689. On the Continent, important research on royal
centres in their landscape has been conducted by Barbier: see e.g. Barbier, «Le systéme palatial franc».

3 On this see Thomas, «Monasteries».

Evidence of early iron exploitation in Rockingham Forest has been found at Fineshade, not far
from the Roman iron-working site at Laxton Bridge. See Jackson and Tylercote, «Two New Romano-British
Iron-Working Sites»; Mudd, «Early to Middle Saxon Iron Smelting Furnaces»; Hall, Iron Workingy. There
is also evidence that the monastic site of Peterborough exploited iron. See Wall, «Middle Saxon Iron Smelt-
ingy; Blair, Building, 251.
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societies —a transformation that is manifested when access to resources becomes un-
equal, thus triggering steeper social differentiation.” While not undermining the idea
that portable wealth underpinned the power of elites (a fundamental characteristic of
«ranked» societies), the fact that some areas seem to evidence an early relationship be-
tween elites and important natural resources shows that models of socio-economic de-
velopment need to consider an articulated picture, consisting of myriad local variations.

A few words should be said here on the institution of the feorm, which is thought
to be central to the relationships between peasants and kings in early medieval England,
and thus to the peasant mode of production. Feorm only appears in the sources in the
Middle Anglo-Saxon Period (that is, the period roughly between the middle of the sev-
enth and the middle of the ninth century), though it is in fact deemed to predate it. The
word is generally understood to mean annual renders of food owed by free peasants,
collected to provision itinerant royal courts. Thus, this obligation has been taken to be
something akin to tax. Yet Faith has argued that behind feorm there was a strong shared
idea of hospitality and reciprocity, and, as such, that this institution was key to the moral
economy of early medieval England®. However, recent work by Tom Lambert and Sam
Leggett suggests that the sources referring to feorm —starting with Ine’s Law 70.1, which
is probably the most famous of all such references— in fact refer to the goods due on
the occasion of lavish but infrequent feasts, and not to goods handed over for the every-
day consumption of the kings' houschold®. An especially interesting element stressed
by Lambert and Leggett in support of this hypothesis is that lists such as Ine’s Law in-
clude (in addition to perishable food, which could not be stored for long) an extremely
large amount of animal proteins. Importantly, this is inconsistent with the findings of
isotopic analysis, according to which the early medieval diet of both the peasantry and
the elites in England was based on cereals, thus confirming the exceptional character of
this exchange. And yet, even if we accept this revised interpretation of the feorm and its
function, the economic significance of the feorm obligation would still remain’. In other

3 For the traditional model see Fried, 7he Evolution. On some applications in post-Roman England

see Hirke, «Early Anglo-Saxon Social Structure»; Scull, «Social Transactions». For critiques of this model
see Moreland, «Concepts»; and, in different contexts: Chapman, Archaeology; Yoffee, Myths; Lull and Micé
Pérez, Archaeology; Routledge, Archaceology.

% On feorm see now Faith, The Moral Economy, esp. 49-57. The concept of moral economy has as-
sumed a certain centrality in recent socio-economic discourses on the early medieval period. In addition to
Faith’s 2020 book, see for instance Fouracre, «Lights». Pioneering studies on moral economy date back to the
1970s and especially the work of James C. Scott and Edward P. Thompson, though the concept has its roots
in the carlier debate between formalists and substantivists (See Thompson, «The Moral Economy»; Scott,
The Moral Economy). The idea of moral economy encompasses a large range of meanings —including moral
norms and regulation of behaviour, but also obligations perpetuated through interactions—, all of which may
be usefully applied to research on the early medieval peasantry, as well as to systems of exchange in this peri-
od. Works that stress different meanings of moral economy are for instance Garraty, «Investigating Market
Exchange»; Carrier, «Moral Economy»; Lutz and Skambraks, «Introduction».

% Lambert and Leggett, «Food».

Lambert and Leggett, «<Food» in effect note that, from an economic point of view, we are still talk-
ing about the same quantities and types of food. The isotopic analysis at the base of their work is provided
in Lambert and Leggett, «<Food and Power in Early Medieval England: A Lack of (Isotopic) Enrichment.
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words, however the feorm functioned, it represents a form of exploitation of the free
peasants, and the next question to consider would then be how burdensome feorm was
for the economic life of the individual households that had to provide the goods®. This
is not to say that this shift in meaning would not have important economic implications,
however. For as Lambert and Leggett note, it would have serious repercussions for our
understanding of the role played by royal lands in providing food. This is indeed a cru-
cial point, since it potentially complicates our view of kings as consumers as opposed to
producers —and again stresses the need of localised analyses and models®. In southern
England, the vast amount of royal land that is apparent when we start having charters
may well be indicative of the kings’ possible role as producers, at least in some areas. Roy-
al involvement in production is relatively more visible in northern Francia, for instance
in connection with salt production. Salinae connected with royal lands are documented
in the Talou, on the coast of Normandy, north of the estuary of the Seine; and it is
important to note that the latter is a strong focus of royal lands from an early period®.
Alongside weak settlement hierarchies as a sign of the economic simplification of
early post-Roman England, Wickham pointed to a weakness of artisanal production. In
general, ceramics are Wickham’s preferred medium to explore material culture and net-
works of exchange in FEMA, as the ubiquity of pottery sheds light on short-distance and
everyday exchange, as well as long-distance exchange of a more commercial nature. From
this point of view, there is no escaping the fact that the fifth-century shift in England to-
wards an exclusive regime of hand-made ceramics is a strong sign of economic decline®.
Buct pottery is not all. If one takes other kinds of objects as proxies for exchange, things
appear less grim, or, at least, we can enrich our perspectives®!. Indeed, if we look at the
objects buried as personal items in the graves of cemeteries between the fifth and the sev-
enth centuries, we find a much more impressive and wider range of artisanal elaboration
than by looking at ceramics. The high artisanal level that personal items buried in lavish
graves could reach during this period is well-known, in England as well as in Europe in
general. Yet even if we exclude elites, many personal items that found their way into the
graves of rural communities in England were made with materials that came from afar:
the prime example in the sixth century is amber, which mostly originated in the Baltic.
While amber beads (which constituted the most common way to use amber as jewelry
in this period) are not particularly difficult to shape, other objects needed more skilled
craftmanship. A case in point is the use of mercury, which in this period had to be im-
ported from the Iberian Peninsula. Mercury was an essential component for the gilding

37 Faith, The Moral Economy, 53.

38 If feorm is the basic source of food supply, then, as Faith, 7he English Peasantry, 38, noted: it «may
have ensured that many royal vills remained collecting centres rather than agrarian enterprises».

¥ On landownership around the Seine estuary see Bavuso, «Monastic Foundations». On royal lands
and salt-working in the Talou see Gesta sanctorum patrum Fontanellensis coenobii V1.2 and Vira Lantberti 3.

% On this point see also Ward-Perkins, 7he Fall of Rome; for a recent assessment of pottery production
and patterns of reuse between the fourth and the sixth century see Fleming, 7he Material Fall, esp. 51-94, on
how the shift toward hand-built pots was less brusque than previously thought, and late Roman production
persisted until around the 420s.

4 See Moreland, «Land and Power», for a similar point on FEMA.
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techniques then in use (the fire-gilding of a mercury-gold amalgam), and the ubiquitous
presence of gilded objects across England in the sixth century indicates that, at least in
this shape, it was accessible even to rural communities. Admittedly, the quantity of mer-
cury needed for fire-gilding is not great; yet the technique needed sophisticated knowl-
edge and skills, mercury had to travel long-distances, and as a material in the medieval
period it can be generally regarded as a luxury good*.

Differentiated access to imported goods, and changing values of materials and arti-
sanal items, are important elements that need to be considered for investigating networks
of exchange in the early post-Roman period. Before moving on to discuss such networks,
however, a few words are needed on the concepts of gift-exchange, the marginality of
commercial exchange, reciprocity and redistribution —which are key in Wickham’s
peasant mode of production. The aim of the following paragraph is to highlight that
precisely because it is difficult to recognise commercial exchange (as distinct from reci-
procity and redistribution), the idea that commerce was marginal, let alone non-existent,
is problematic. This idea was shaped by theories in economic anthropology and sociology
that tended to see the boundaries between all these categories as more sharply defined
than has been proposed in recent scholarship.

The theoretical distinction between commercial and essentially non-commercial
exchange, where gift is the preeminent example, owes much to substantivist ideas that
started around the middle of the twentieth century. These theories held that pre-mod-
ern (that is, pre-capitalist) economies were socially embedded and thus followed a logic
unlike that of the capitalist mode, which was characterised by its principal actor, the
homo economicus, and his pursuit of «rational self-interest». Formalists, on the contrary,
thought that the model of rational behaviour and optimisation of utility is a universally
valid one and thus could make sense in pre-modern contexts*. Substantivist ideas in
turn intersect with theories on the gift, a line of research with a particularly rich tradi-
tion in anthropology and sociology, as well as in medieval history*. Yet one of the many
results of this research on the gift is that the divide between commodity and gift is not as
rigid as one might assume. This realisation has ramifications for the debate surrounding
the difference between pre-modern and modern economy (since the gift has been taken
as a quintessential form of embedded exchange); but it also has important consequences
for the very pillars forming the framework of the definition generally used to discuss gift
in early medieval scholarship.

In carly medieval studies, gift-exchange is generally taken to work within and
through relationships of reciprocity, and to serve the function of creating and re-creating
social bonds. Here, reciprocity is a key concept emphasised by historians (a concept that,
it is worth stressing, does not imply an egalitarian society). However, anthropological
research shows that reciprocity is not straightforwardly applicable to gift-exchange, as for

42
43
44

See Bavuso, «Trade in Mercury».

See above n. 4.

On the gift in medieval studies see e.g. Grierson, «Commerce»; Curta, <Merovingian»; Davies and
Fouracre, The Languages; Nelson, «The Role»; Nicolay, 7he Splendour; Naismith, «The Economy»; Visintini,
«Gift-Givingy. Also above n. 5.
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instance suggested by David Graeber, who recognised that gift-exchange in fact works
with several different moral logics: reciprocity may not play an important role in rela-
tionships within families; and hierarchical relationships work through the logic of the
precedent, that is, customs®. Moreover, when we say that the gift has the function of
creating or cementing social bonds, it should be clarified that the length of the relation-
ships between the parties in the context of gift-exchange is not set in stone: it may be
permanent, but it may also be temporary“. Non-commercial mechanisms of exchange,
reciprocity, redistribution, and market exchange usually coexist. The problem here is to
distinguish between these different mechanisms starting from archaeological evidence,
since different modes of exchange may produce similar patterns on the ground?. At
this juncture, Kenneth Hirth’s distributional approach may be useful: according to his
model, reciprocity and redistribution result in a distribution of archaeological artefacts
that reflects established hierarchy and social networks, while market exchange results in a
more homogeneous access, encompassing units of different rank®. Thus, large quantities
and widespread patterns of distribution of specific items and materials may suggest mar-
ket exchange. If; then, it is not advisable to understand commercial and non-commercial
mechanisms in a dichotomic perspective, and if it is difficult to differentiate between dif-
ferent mechanisms from archaeological evidence, we must conclude that to think about
market exchange as marginal to early medieval societies may be mistaken. This is not
to say that there were not phases of decline or growth of markets and market exchange;
as already mentioned, the seventh and the eighth centuries were an important period
of economic growth in north-western Europe®. Yet the idea of the «marginal market,
which is often associated to cases of extreme decline in the post-Roman period —such
as fifth- and sixth-century Britain— may mask important processes of socio-economic
development.

2.2 The sixth-century long-distance system of exchange

The long-distance network that connected southeastern England and northern
Francia is a good case to observe what complex systems of exchange may look like in
the sixth century, even in areas characterised by strong economic decline. This specific
system is likely to have worked through different mechanisms: local communities had
access to it, and it was not utterly driven by kings —although it was connected to the

socio-economic development of the elite.

# See Gracber, «On the Moral Ground». On the issue of reciprocity in gift-exchange see also Pyyhti-
nen, 7he Gift; Adloff, Politics.

% See Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value.

47 This is the problem of «equifinality», already highlighted in the now classic modes of exchange mod-
el developed by Colin Renfrew. See Renfrew, «Trade as Action»; Renfrew, «Alternative Models».

% See Hirth, «The Distributional Approach»; Hirth, «Finding the Mark». See also Stark and Garraty,
«Detecting Marketplace Exchange», who develop a «regional production-distribution» approach in which the
crucial aspect is specialised production.

# See e.g. Hansen and Wickham, 7he Long Eighth Century; Halsall, «From Roman fundus»; Malbos,
Les ports; Blair, Building.
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The material culture of the cemeteries of the sixth century shows a remarkable in-
tegration of the rural communities of southern England within the long-distance traffic
with the Continent. Communities in coastal areas had easy access to landing sites, and
the parts of boats that have been found in some early graves in East Kent may point to
a special relationship that some of these communities had with the sea®. It has been
suggested that the decision to inter parts of boats should be interpreted as evidence of
a wide involvement of society in maritime traffic’'. This example of a wider bottom-up
involvement counters the idea of a maritime exchange conducted and controlled from
the top-down. This is an important point, as bottom-up approaches and frameworks
have fundamentally reshaped current research on long-distance exchange in northern
Europe. This is evident in the work conducted on the North Sea emporia, which shows
that scholarly interest has shifted its focus from top-down economic behaviour (for in-
stance examining the role of kings in the commerce passing through the trading centres),
to the lower economic actors that were the backbone of trade, such as merchants and
craftsmen, the investigation of the role of production in the rise of these sites, and the
emporia’s connections to their rural hinterland®. And yet, in the case of the system of
exchange between southern England and northern Francia, bottom-up forces were not
the only ones at work. In fact, the network that connected the two regions well before the
flourishing of the emporia in the late seventh and eighth centuries can be shown to have
played a part in the development of local elites and communities in south-eastern Eng-
land. Indeed, contrary to what is sometimes proposed for the Early Anglo-Saxon period,
local elites appear to be recognisable through material culture even before the ecarly sev-
enth-century princely burials®. Coastal dynamism did not imply that the communities
developed free from political control, as has been suggested in the case of England and
northern Francia®®. On the contrary, centres of power are a widespread phenomenon of
coastal areas well integrated into the long-distance network, from an early period —as
visible in the case of Lyminge®.

Since the publication of FEMA, new research has addressed the integration of ru-
ral communities in early medieval systems of exchange. Northern Francia, where much
archacological research has been conducted on local societies, represents an important

°* On landing sites and the long-distance network in southern England and Francia in the sixth and

early seventh century see e.g. Delmaire, «La situation»; Richardson, «Far-Fetched Treasures»; on parts of
boats in Kentish graves see Brookes, «Boat-Rivets».

>! Fleming, «Elites, Boats».

52 See e.g. the recent volumes on the excavation of Ribe in Denmark: Sindbak, Northern Emporium.
Vol. 1 and Vol. 2; and those of the Kaupang Excavation Project by Skre, and by Pedersen. See also Palmer,
«The Hinterlands»; Hamerow, «Agrarian Production»; Naylor, «Emporia».

>3 E.g., Faith, The Moral Economy, suggests that elites can be seen in laws earlier than in archaeological
materials.

> On maritime communities, and their possible early detachment from political power see Loveluck
and Tys, «Coastal societies»; Loveluck, «Central-Places»; Tys, «Maritime and River Traders».

> In East Kent, early centres of power and lands connected to the kings close to the coasts include,
among others, Eastry, where an early centre may have been in existence already in the sixth century (Hawkes,
«Eastry»; Dickinson ez al., «Early Anglo-Saxon Eastry»), and Sturry, which is first mentioned in an original
charter in AD 679 (S 8).
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case in point. This question has been especially addressed from an archaeological point
of view in research on the broad area of the Rhine. There, Frans Theuws investigated
peasant agency in the sense of access to the long-distance traffic and showed that rural
communities had wide access to imported goods during the sixth and seventh centu-
ry*®. Of course, the broader area of the Rhine—-Meuse—Scheldt Delta was essential to the
long-distance system of communication and exchange, so a higher influx or passing of
goods is likely to reflect on a wider distribution among local communities. In the case
of this particular area, a vibrant dynamic of maritime and riverine traffic is also recog-
nisable from the fact that many smaller trading centres were active at the same time as
the emporium of Dorestad (and even earlier)”’. In principle, the connection between a
large influx of imports and goods, and a greater access to them among the population at
large is not a given; yet it is significant that this is something that can be seen in other,
different strategic areas during the same period. From this point of view, the broader
territory of the Delta is similar to what we see in Kent: that is, several small trading sites
(though Kent did not develop an emporium comparable to Dorestad), and a high level
of access to imported goods among a larger part of the population —which means that
imports reached rural communities. Importantly, wider access to imports can be detect-
ed archaeologically in other areas of northern Francia which were likewise well located
in the network of the long-distance traffic. This is for instance the case in the coasts of
the Pas-de-Calais (where the important emporium of Quentovic would develop from the
seventh century), and on the coasts of the Normandy Peninsula. The latter was integrat-
ed in the trafic that passed along the Seine and reached Hampshire, where Hamwic was
to flourish from the seventh and eighth century, and the Isle of Wight, which was a key
hub for traffic before Hamwic™®.

In northern Francia, hierarchies of exchange systems and different categories of
markets are attested from the very beginning of the early medieval period, as synthetised
by Wickham. In his assessment of the system of exchange of seventh- and eighth-cen-
tury northern Francia, long-distance exchange that reached the emporia was regarded as
peripheral in relation to the core of the economic system®. However, the archacological
evidence for traffic beyond the major emporia may modify this picture, as it shows that
larger areas of the coasts in Francia were incorporated into the long-distance maritime
network. This network had a role in the orientation of the economic interests of lay and
religious actors, with important results that modified the landholding landscape of the
coastal territories, as in the case of monastic foundations in strategic coastal areas®.

From the written sources, it is clear that northern Francia possessed articulated webs
of market exchange that functioned at many levels, from the very local to those that

¢ Theuws, «A World», 180-6; Theuws, «Long-Distance Trade» See also the research published in the
context of the ERC Advanced Grant «Rural Riches: The Bottom-Up Development of Post-Roman North-
western Europe, led by Frans Theuws.

°7 Van Es and Verwers, «Early Medieval Settlements».
On Normandy and the Pas-de-Calais see Bavuso, «Monastic Foundations», with references. On the
Isle of Wight see Ulmschneider, «Archaeology, History».

> Wickham, Framing, 803.

©  See Bavuso, «Monastic Foundations».
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operated across greater distances®'. While these webs in post-Roman England were surely
less complex, archaeological evidence can provide a more articulated picture of the sys-
tem of exchange even before the late seventh century —that is, when the emporia started
to flourish— thus permitting alternative views to Wickham’s idea that, before this peri-
od, «there is relatively little [...] that implies any developed form of exchange network»®.
We can now see that as early as the sixth century, widespread routes connected northern
Francia with the south-eastern part of the England, forming a network of exchange that
does not seem to be in line with a picture of a distribution dominated by kings®. In the
strategic hubs of the sixth-century transmarine networks —in southeastern England:
East Kent and the Isle of Wight— a large part of the population had access to imported
items and materials; this is similar to what can be found in the areas of northern Francia
that are well-connected to the network of traffic, as for instance shown by the above-men-
tioned work by Theuws. In these specific areas, Hirth’s distributional approach may be
helpful to recognise that a widespread presence of non-local goods and materials among
and within the communities may be a sign of ongoing market exchange. It is also worth
emphasising that the amber and mercury-gilded objects discussed above were not even
restricted to the most strategic areas only —and they are important case-studies because
their numbers are high and their distribution widespread. All of this adds complexity to
our understanding of the stratification of the local communities and the diversified ac-
cess they had to goods (a research desideracum that was recently recognised in the case of
Francia)®. It also allows us to develop a focus on the local perspective while integrating it
with discourses on elites and political power. In England, indeed, the long-distance sys-
tem of trade and exchange is likely to have played an important role in the development
of local communities and in the shaping of local elites, which are already visible in the
sixth century; moreover, and crucially, we can see some degree of hierarchisation even in
this early period, as shown by the early connection between elites and natural resources.

3  CONCLUSIONS

The peasant mode of production remains an inspiring model through which to
investigate local societies in England and northern Francia. This article sought to show
how, working within this framework, new discourses can be pursued, starting from a
reconsideration of the historical and archacological evidence, and combining it with new
insights on exchange drawn from different disciplines. Among the territories analysed in
FEMA, post-Roman England is as close as the evidence comes to the ideal-type society
of the peasant mode of production proposed by Wickham. In this model, commercial

1 Wickham, Framing, 794-805.

2 JThidem, 808.

¢ ITbidem, 808, discusses royal domination over distribution of goods in the context of the emporia.
The notion of royal control over the emporia’s trade has been challenged by scholarship, which now points at
collection of tolls as the main royal interest there: see e.g. Loveluck and Tys, «Coastal Societies».

¢ These research objectives were advocated for Francia by Wilkin, «Preservingy, 182.
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exchange plays a marginal function and does not represent a key element of the econo-
my, which is instead contingent upon social networks that are produced and reproduced
thanks to mechanisms of reciprocity and redistribution. This article has argued that com-
mercial exchange played a bigger part than previously recognised. Research on pre-mod-
ern and non-commercial exchange, especially among non-medievalists, has readdressed
some of the key concepts surrounding exchange, as well as crucial issues on the visibility
of markets and other exchange mechanisms in the archaeological evidence. Coupled
with the archaeology, these studies may help us in adding further layers of complexity
to our understanding of early medieval exchange, allowing us to see what part it played
in the internal articulation of «peripheral» economies. Among other potential develop-
ments of lasting application, further studies that follow Wickham’s methodological and
analytical example may allow us to reframe gift-exchange by disconnecting it from a
straightforward association with the category of reciprocity; and to ask questions about
how reciprocity may or may not work in contexts of imbalanced and hierarchical rela-
tionships of power. In connection to the ever-changing picture offered by archaeology,
all of these developments have the potential to open interesting vistas on how to identify
and study trade in the light of scarce written sources. They also promise to illuminate the
participation of different social strata in this exchange; and, ultimately, to offer clues with
respect to the role of systems of exchange in post-Roman polity-building.
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