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INTRODUCTION

Returning urban political elites to the research
agenda: the case of the Southern Low Countries
(c. 1350 – c. 1550)

Frederik Buylaert*1, Jelten Baguet2 and Janna Everaert3†

1Ghent University, Sint-Pietersnieuwstraat 35, UFO, 9000 Ghent, Belgium
2Vrije Universiteit Brussel, HOST Research Group, Pleinlaan 2, office 5C457, 1050 Brussels, Belgium/
Università Commerciale Luigi Bocconi, Dondena Centre for Research, Via Guglielmö Röntgen 1, 20136
Milan, Italy
3Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Department of History, Faculty of Arts and Philosophy, Building C – Room
5.457, Pleinlaan 2, BE-1050 Brussels, Belgium/Universiteit Antwerpen, Department of History, Faculty of
Arts and Philosophy, City Campus – Room S.SJ.216, Sint-Jacobsmarkt 13, BE-2000 Antwerpen, Belgium
*Corresponding author. Email: frederik.buylaert@ugent.be

Abstract
This article provides a comparative analysis of four large towns in the Southern LowCountries
between c. 1350 and c. 1550. Combining the data on Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp – each of
which is discussed in greater detail in the articles in this special section – with recent research
onBruges, the authors argue against the historiographical trend inwhich the political historyof
late medieval towns is supposedly dominated by a trend towards oligarchy. Rather than a
closure of the ruling class, the four towns show a high turnover in the social composition
of the political elite, and a consistent trend towards aristocracy, in which an increasingly
large number of aldermen enjoyed noble status. The intensity of these trends differed from
town to town, and was tied to different institutional configurations as well as different eco-
nomic and political developments in each of the four towns.

Introduction
This special section in the pages of Urban History revisits a classic topic of post-war
urban history, that is, the so-called ‘trend towards oligarchy’ in pre-modern towns.
Discussing various case-studies from all over Europe, many historians have argued
that in the course of the late Middle Ages and the early modern era, access to pol-
itical power in urban society became more restricted. Presumably, a process took
shape in which urban political elites closed ranks, and as they came to exclude
more and more outsiders, urban government became the privilege of an ever-

†The research for this special section is financially supported by the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, the
Belgian IAP Project ‘City and Society in the Low Countries (ca. 1200 – ca. 1850)’, the Research
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of States in Western Europe, 1300–1600. The contributors thank their colleagues at their home institutions,
as well as three anonymous referees for helpful critiques. Dr Erika Graham was so kind as to proofread our
English.
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smaller group with a distinctly aristocratic cachet. The result of this closure of the
political community was an increase in the social distance between rulers and
subjects.1

In the twenty-first century, historians continue to build on this paradigm in that
urban oligarchy figures largely in arguments about discrimination and the con-
struction of social hierarchies. Research reveals that in the fourteenth, fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, a wide range of groups became the subject of progressive
stigmatization, ranging from women to gypsies and migrants to the poor and the
elderly. To explain these trends, historians partly refer to the development through
which city councils were increasingly dominated by exclusive interest groups that
used urban government to assert their hegemony over lower-ranking groups, a pro-
cess that is closely linked to the increasing authority of emerging states over urban
government. The best example in this respect is Frank Rexroth’s study of London:
in the course of the late Middle Ages, the aldermen aligned their interests more
closely with the English crown, which in turn endowed the aldermen with add-
itional authority. Strikingly, this authority was geared towards the progressive dis-
crimination against a wide range of city dwellers.2 London, for all its unique
features, is likely to be typical for many towns, at least in England and France.
For both English and French towns, historians have revealed that the crown
increasingly monitored urban governments as components of the state administra-
tion.3 In sum, the rise of oligarchy in towns is thought to have had momentous
consequences for many different social groups, as it was a key factor in the birth
of the ancien régime, a shorthand for the fine-grained social and political hierarch-
ies that took shape somewhere in the late Middle Ages and then persisted until the
revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.4

What is surprising, at least to the authors of this article, is that the empirical
basis of this urban trend towards oligarchy and aristocracy is quite limited. Even
the best available discussion of the subject, that is, Christopher Friedrichs’ incisive
and wide-ranging article on urban politics in early modern Europe, proceeds from a
handful of case-studies, and even for these case-studies, precise estimates are rare.
This begs the question whether the well-documented towns that do show a trend
towards oligarchy are as representative as is commonly thought.

In the contributions that constitute this special section, we probe this historio-
graphical problem with a discussion of the Low Countries. The historiography
on urban elites in the Low Countries is typical in that the state of the art is quite
unbalanced: many studies are available on the urban government of towns in the
Northern Low Countries (especially Holland), but data are surprisingly scarce for
the Southern Low Countries. To give but one extreme example: no fewer than

1The best introduction to the historiography is A. Cowan, ‘Urban elites in early modern Europe: an
endangered species?’, Historical Research, 64 (1991), 121–37, who argued that urban politics ‘became
more homogeneous and their powers were increasingly concentrated in the hands of the few rather than
the many’ (121), and C. Friedrichs, Urban Politics in Early Modern Europe (London, 2000), esp. 19.

2F. Rexroth, Deviance and Power in Late Medieval London (Cambridge, 2007).
3See esp. B. Chevalier, Les bonnes villes, l’état et la société dans la France de la fin du XVe siècle (Orléans,

1995), and C. Liddy, War, Politics and Finance in Late Medieval English Towns: Bristol, York, and the
Crown, 1350–1400 (Woodbridge, 2005).

4S. Carocci, ‘Social mobility and the Middle Ages’, Continuity & Change, 26 (2011), 368.
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five monographs are available on elite formation in the town of Leiden between
1300 and 1800.5 In contrast, next to nothing has been published on the urban gov-
ernment of southern towns such as Leuven or Brussels. Medieval Ghent has
received close scrutiny, alongside a series of more limited case-studies, but no
coherent interpretive framework has as yet emerged.6

This uneven development of historiographical research on Netherlandish urban
elites is largely rooted in the distinct trajectories of the Northern and Southern Low
Countries in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The Dutch Revolt of the late
sixteenth century had caused the Low Countries to split into two distinct polities.
On the one hand, the northern provinces became independent from the Habsburg
empire and organized themselves in the famous Dutch Republic, a confederacy that
was basically ruled by urban elites. Little wonder then, that Dutch historians prior-
itized the study of the elites who not only managed the towns of Holland but also
one of the first European republics. On the other hand, the southern provinces
remained subject to the Habsburgs, and here, urban elites remained subservient
to state elites so that Belgian historians saw little reason to focus on the elites of
the Flemish and Brabantine towns. This state of affairs is a telling illustration of
how the concept of ancien régime – however useful it is as a shorthand to indicate
the progressive articulation of social rank in pre-modern Europe – introduces a
teleological bias in the research agenda of historians.

We counter this bias with articles on the elites of three towns in the Southern
Low Countries. The first is an article on sixteenth-century Ghent that complements
existing research on Ghent’s fourteenth- and fifteenth-century ruling classes. The
second and the third articles focus on the elites of Mechelen and Antwerp between
c. 1400 and c. 1550. Together with recent research on late medieval Bruges,7 the
three case-studies allow a comparative approach to trends in the configuration
and reconfiguration of four urban political elites up to c. 1550.8

What the four selected towns have in common is that they were all among the
largest towns that had developed in the Low Countries. Yet, these towns were also

5These studies are: H. Brand, Over macht en overwicht: Stedelijke elites in Leiden (1420–1510) (Leuven
and Apeldoorn, 1996); S. Lamet, ‘Men in government: the patriciate of Leiden 1550–1600’, University of
Massachusetts Ph.D. thesis, 1979; D. Noordam, Geringde buffels en heren van stand: Het patriciaat van
Leiden 1574–1700 (Hilversum, 1994); M. Prak, Gezeten burgers: De elite in een Hollandse stad. Leiden
1700–1780 (Dieren, 1985); F. Van Kan, Sleutels tot de macht: De ontwikkeling van het Leidse patriciaat
tot 1420 (Hilversum, 1988).

6For Ghent, see F. Blockmans, Het Gentsche stadspatriciaat tot omstreeks 1302 (Antwerp, 1938), and
M. Boone, Gent en de Bourgondische hertogen ca. 1384 – ca. 1453: Een sociaal-politieke studie van een
staatsvormingsproces (Brussels, 1990). The comparative analysis in W. Blockmans, ‘Mobiliteit in de stads-
besturen 1400–1550’, in D. De Boer and J. Marsilje (eds.), De Nederlanden in de late middeleeuwen
(Utrecht, 1987), 236–60, became the subject of critique: P. Stabel, ‘Van schepenen en ontvangers: politieke
elite en stadsfinanciën in Axel en Hulst’, Tijdschrift voor Sociale Geschiedenis, 18 (1992), 1–21.

7J. Dumolyn, F. Buylaert, G. Dupont, J. Haemers and A. Ramandt, ‘Political power and social groups, c.
1300–1500’, in A. Brown and J. Dumolyn (eds.),Medieval Bruges, c. 850–1550 (Cambridge, 2018), 268–328.
The quantitative estimates on the Bruges political elite are the responsibility of F. Buylaert. For the purposes
of this comparative article, these data have been expanded in collaboration with Jelten Baguet and Janna
Everaert to include the first half of the sixteenth century.

8For considerations of space, we only provide references for the information that cannot be retrieved
from the three articles on Ghent, Mechelen and Antwerp that follow this comparative article.
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different in ways that allow historians to determine whether trends towards oli-
garchy and aristocracy – if they did take shape – were tied to different economic,
social or political configurations. This is important, because even if historians
assume that towns became more oligarchic after the twelfth and thirteenth centur-
ies, no convincing model is available as to the causal mechanisms behind such a
process. Economically speaking, Ghent and Mechelen had much in common
(see Table 1). Both towns came to prominence as producers of high-quality textiles,
but in the late Middle Ages, both urban economies became more diversified.9 As
both towns were old industrial centres, they also shared their social profile: in
the course of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the urban economies of
Ghent and Mechelen became increasingly organized through craft guilds, which
eventually managed to stake a claim in the urban government in the early four-
teenth century. This was pronounced in Ghent, where three-quarters of all available
seats in the city council were reserved for a coalition of the 50-odd craft guilds in
the town, many of which pertained to cloth production.10 In Mechelen, the craft
guilds were somewhat less powerful, and only claimed about one third of all avail-
able positions in the city council.

Bruges had a somewhat different profile. Just as Ghent, the town had prospered
in the high Middle Ages as a centre for textile production, and just as in Ghent,
craft guilds managed to claim about two-thirds of the seats in the city council in
the fourteenth century. Yet, Bruges came to differ from Ghent in that this town
became the Low Countries’ hub for international trade. In tandem with this pro-
cess, the Bruges craft guilds increasingly specialized in the production of a wide
range of luxury goods, a trajectory that was similar to that of Mechelen.11

Antwerp’s trajectory, then, is different again because this town was a late-
bloomer in the Flemish and Brabantine urban network. The town only became
prominent in the course of the fourteenth century. Because the urban efflorescence
of Antwerp took place well after the revolts around 1300, the craft guilds failed to
secure political power. Apart from a brief intermezzo between 1477 and 1486, the
Antwerp craft guilds had no stake in the city council. In the late fifteenth century,
Antwerp replaced Bruges as the gateway city for international trade in the Low
Countries, and the sixteenth-century boom of Atlantic trade ensured that
Antwerp was the first town in the Low Countries to pass the threshold of
100,000 inhabitants. As a corollary, Antwerp also lured more and more artisanal
industries away from smaller towns in its hinterland.12

9Ghent also became an important centre of grain trade and a local transportation hub due to its location
at the rivers Scheldt and Lys: discussed in J. Dambruyne,Mensen en centen: Het 16de-eeuwse Gent in demo-
grafisch en economisch perspectief (Ghent, 2001), 181–344. For Mechelen, see R. Van Uytven (in collabor-
ation with H. Installé) (ed.), De geschiedenis van Mechelen: Van heerlijkheid tot stadsgewest (Tielt, 1995),
83–4, 119.

10Ghent’s political system has been discussed extensively in Boone, Gent en de Bourgondische hertogen,
and J. Dambruyne, Corporatieve middengroepen: Aspiraties, relaties en transformaties in de 16de-eeuwse
Gentse ambachtswereld (Ghent, 2002), 511–600.

11See the recent synthesis: Brown and Dumolyn (eds.), Medieval Bruges.
12B. Blondé and R. Van Uytven, ‘De smalle steden en het Brabantse stedelijke netwerk in de Late

Middeleeuwen en de Nieuwe Tijd’, Lira Elegans, 6 (1999), 129–82.
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The four towns also had a different relationship with the Burgundian–Habsburg
dynasty, which came to rule over the Low Countries in the course of the fifteenth
century. The Ghent craft guilds had a strong tradition of urban independence, with
a string of revolts against the increasing fiscal pressure imposed by the Burgundian–
Habsburg state. Bruges and Mechelen, however, had a more ambivalent relation-
ship with the prince. Just as in Ghent, the Bruges craft guilds often rebelled against
the Burgundian–Habsburg dynasty, but Bruges was also one of the favourite sites of
residence of Duke Philip the Good (r. 1419–67) and the rulers of the Low Countries
were very much aware that the Bruges milieu of opulent merchants and financiers
was an important source of credit. In a similar vein, Mechelen developed a close
bond with the state: while this town was also occasionally the stage of unrest
among the craft guilds, Mechelen became the first capital of the Low Countries
between the 1470s and the 1530s, after which Brussels became the capital.
Antwerp, then, was hand in glove with the princely administration: the Habsburg
dynasty relied on the increasingly important capital market of Antwerp to obtain
massive loans, whereas Antwerp relied on the Habsburg state to secure commercial
privileges. A comparison of these different relationships between city and state is
useful because historians often point at the rise of the state and its growing aspir-
ation to dominate the towns to explain the urban trend towards oligarchy.

A trend towards oligarchy?
Considering four very different towns between the mid-fourteenth and mid-
sixteenth centuries, the first question is of course if there was a trend towards a clos-
ure of the political community with the passage of time, and if so, why. Proceeding
from the common-sense definition of oligarchy as ‘the rule of the few’, the first con-
clusion must be that the four case-studies reveal no consistent trend towards oli-
garchy. Measuring the degree of oligarchy by simply counting the number of
families that provided aldermen, urban government certainly became more oli-
garchic in Ghent, but not in Mechelen, Antwerp, or Bruges.

First the city of Ghent, where a stable division of power existed since the 1360s, in
which the urban bourgeoisie – the poorterij (a discussion of this concept follows) –
and the craft guilds claimed one quarter and three-quarters of all available seats
in the city council respectively. Ghent presents us with an example of a stable

Table 1. The four towns and the key parameters for comparative analysis

Economic profile Social profile
Relationship with

state

Ghent
(Flanders)

Textile centre with product
diversification

Strong craft guilds
(political power)

Conflicted
(revolts)

Mechelen
(seigneurie)

Textile centre with product
diversification

Medium craft guilds
(political power)

Ambivalent
(revolts; capital)

Bruges
(Flanders)

Commercial gateway; increasingly
diversified artisanal production

Strong craft guilds
(political power)

Ambivalent
(revolts; credit
market)

Antwerp
(Brabant)

Commercial gateway; increasingly
diversified artisanal production

Weak craft guilds
(no political power)

Collaborative
(credit market)
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and open political system that became suddenly much more restricted through an
external shock (see Table 2): up to 1540, the city council was constantly dominated
by approximately 130 families. Yet, in 1540, Emperor Charles V dismantled the
official position of the craft guilds in Ghent in response to a failed revolt. Since
the 1360s, the corporations had an official claim to 20 of the 26 available seats
in the two benches of aldermen, but this arrangement was abolished. In the decades
that followed the political reform of 1540, the urban political elite changed in sub-
stance and shape: the corporate milieu of craftsmen continued to provide aldermen,
but now only in an unofficial capacity, and on a much more modest scale than was
the case before 1540. The Ghent bourgeoisie now dominated urban government. As
a corollary of this, the number of families that provided one or more aldermen
shrank from c. 130 to c. 100 by the 1560s. In sum, Ghent conforms to the classic
idea of a closure in urban government, as increased state intervention destroyed
arrangements that had been put in place in the wake of the fourteenth-century
revolutions.

If Ghent conforms to the widely held idea that urban oligarchy and state forma-
tion were interconnected, then Bruges and Mechelen complicate this interpretation.
In the third quarter of the fourteenth century, the Bruges aldermen and councillors
were recruited from 138 families, but as a rule, more families had access to the city
council in the fifteenth century (see Table 3). Most important of all is that Bruges
reveals that the repression of urban revolts did not automatically imply an increase
of oligarchy. After Duke Philip the Good had crushed the Bruges revolt of 1436–38,
more families became involved in urban government (in 1401–25, the city council
was recruited among 115 families, but this increased to 158 and 164 families in
1426–50 and 1451–75 respectively). Presumably, the dukes would have made
sure that the aldermen were no longer recruited from milieus that were hostile to
the prince, but urban government was not entrusted to a small clique.13 The scen-
ario repeated itself after the revolt of the large Flemish towns against the
Burgundian–Habsburg dynasty in the 1480s. After Bruges had conceded defeat
in 1490, the Bruges craft guilds permanently lost their formal representation in
the city council, but repression did not imply the installation of a small clique.
Because of the many regime changes in the 1480s, in which aldermen had often
been deposed before their term of office had ended, an unprecedented number
of 237 families had provided an alderman, but in the first quarter of the sixteenth
century, about 190 families still had at least one representative in urban politics. In
the second quarter of the sixteenth century, this had declined somewhat to 174
families, but this number is still considerably larger than the number of families
that constituted the Bruges political elite in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth
centuries.

In Mechelen, a trend towards oligarchy becomes apparent in the early sixteenth
century, but this development was not tied to state intervention (see Table 4). Just
as in Ghent, the Burgundian–Habsburg state intervened in Mechelen’s political
affairs. This took place in 1468, when Duke Charles the Bold reduced the share
of the craft guilds in the city council from one third of all seats to one fifth of
all seats. Yet, this did not imply a decline in the number of families that participated

13Dumolyn et al., ‘Political power and social groups’, 319–20 (Table 7.3).
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in urban government if we use the 1370s as our benchmark for the period before
the repression of the guilds. Here too, state intervention did not provoke a closure
of the political elite. In Mechelen, such a closure of the political elite only took
shape in the first half of the sixteenth century. In 1477, with the death of Duke
Charles the Bold, Mechelen returned to its traditional fourteenth-century arrange-
ment in which the craft guilds staffed one third of the city council, and this restor-
ation again increased the number of families. Yet, this increased openness of the

Table 2. The composition of the Ghent City Council, 1500–60

Time
span

Total of known
mandates per
sample period

Number of families
belonging to the craft

guilds

Number of families
belonging to the

poorterij

Total number of
families that claimed

mandates

1500–09 260 (100%) 98 (75.4%) 32 (24.6%) 130 (100%)
1510–19 260 (100%) 96 (75.0%) 32 (25.0%) 128 (100%)
1520–29 260 (100%) 99 (76.7%) 30 (23.3%) 129 (100%)
1530–39 260 (100%) 104 (79.4%) 27 (20.6%) 131 (100%)
1540–49 286 (100%) 67 (59.8%) 38 (34.0%)a 112 (100%)
1550–59 260 (100%) 61 (57.0%) 41 (38.3%)b 107 (100%)

aFor seven families in this time span, we could not assess whether they belonged to the craft guilds or the poorterij.
bFor five families in this time span, we could not assess whether they belonged to the craft guilds or the poorterij.
Source: see Jelten Baguet’s article in this special section.

Table 3. The composition of the Bruges City Council, 1351–
1550

Time span
The number of families
that held mandates

1351–75 138
1376–1400 144
1401–25 115
1426–50 158
1451–75 164
1476–1500 237
1501–25 191
1526–50 174

Source: the database WetsmagSAB, accessible in the Bruges City
Archives, provides a full overview of all the burgomasters, aldermen
and councillors of Bruges.

Table 4. The composition of the Mechelen City Council, 1370–1563

Sample
period

Total of known
mandates per sample

period

Number of families
belonging to the

craft guilds

Number of families
belonging to the

poorterij

Total number of
families that claimed

mandates

1370–78 229/270 (84.8%) 21 (55.3%) 17 (44.7%) 38 (100%)
1468–76 221/234 (94.5%) 20 (41.7%) 28 (58.3%) 48 (100%)
1477–85 269/279 (96.4%) 29 (48.4%) 31 (51.6%) 60 (100%)
1555–63 278/279 (99.7%) 18 (48.7%) 19 (51.3%) 37 (100%)

Source: see Frederik Buylaert’s article in this special section.
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political system did not last, as the number of political families plummeted from 60
around 1480 to 37 around 1560. This is striking, because the Habsburg administra-
tion by and large refrained from interference in Mechelen in the first half of the
sixteenth century. In this case, a trend towards oligarchy was not rooted in an exter-
nal shock, but in an intra-urban development. Also, and perhaps more importantly
for our current line of enquiry, the result of this trend towards oligarchy was not
more exclusive than had been the case in the late fourteenth century.

Antwerp also presents us with a reminder that a trend towards oligarchy is not
self-evident. In this town, the craft guilds had no official representatives in the city
council, so the question is whether access to political power remained equally open
to all of the wealthy bourgeois families that constituted the Antwerp poorterij.
Between 1400 and 1550, the urban political elite was extremely stable, always
recruiting its members from among 50-plus families (see Table 5). The only excep-
tion is the time span of 1460–90, which includes the short-lived experiment of
1477–86, in which the Antwerp craft guilds did manage to break into the city coun-
cil. In the first half of the sixteenth century, however, the city rapidly returned to
pre-established patterns, showing no trend towards oligarchy.

The only way in which Antwerp saw a trend towards oligarchy was that the pol-
itical community remained stable in size, whereas the urban population grew rap-
idly. Around 1400, the 50-odd families ruled over a town of c. 10,000 inhabitants,
whereas the 50-odd families that ruled the town around 1550 ruled over a true
metropolis with c. 100,000 inhabitants. Antwerp did see the establishment in
1435 of the so-called Monday Council, in which 12 craftsmen were allowed to par-
ticipate, but this body was slow to develop, and apparently only had an advisory
function. From a relative perspective, the balance between rulers and ruled had
thus changed dramatically. Mechelen presents a similar, albeit less extreme, devel-
opment: while the political community fluctuated between c. 40 and 60 families, the
urban population had grown from c. 12,000–15,000 inhabitants in 1400 to c. 28,000
inhabitants in the 1530s. The changing ratio between the size of the urban popu-
lation and that of the urban political community provides a reminder that oligarchy
was also a matter of social distance: even if a political elite remained stable in size,
then it may have been perceived by contemporaries as an increasingly exclusive
institution because that elite ruled over an ever-larger urban community.

Yet Antwerp and Mechelen were more the exception than the rule. Ghent had
seen a slight decline in its population from c. 64,000 inhabitants in the fourteenth
century to c. 50,000 inhabitants in the sixteenth century, and Bruges saw its popu-
lation decline gradually from c. 60,000 inhabitants around 1300 to c. 35,000 inha-
bitants in the 1520s.14 With the demographic slump that hit Europe in the
post-plague era and the stagnating levels of urbanization in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, Ghent is probably the most typical of the four case-studies in this
respect.15

All things considered, the thesis of a seemingly uninterrupted rise of oligarchy
only holds up if the concept of ‘oligarchy’ is defined in two different ways.

14Ghent’s demographic evolution is discussed in Dambruyne, Mensen en centen, 346–9. For Bruges, see
Brown and Dumolyn (eds.), Medieval Bruges, passim.

15See esp. J. De Vries, European Urbanization, 1500–1800 (Cambridge, MA, 1984).
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According to the perspective that favours the evolution in the absolute numbers of
families involved in urban government, only Ghent saw a distinct trend towards oli-
garchy. According to the perspective that focuses on the relative balance between
the rulers and the ruled in urban society, this also holds for Antwerp and
Mechelen. A first conclusion must thus be that the narrative around urban oli-
garchy needs to be revised, as it throws together different trends that each had
very different causes. Ghent conforms to the idea that the rise of the state often
implied a reconfiguration of urban government, a development that can also be
noted in, for example, Utrecht or Augsburg, where the Habsburg government
also removed the craft guilds from urban government. Mechelen and Antwerp,
then, reveal that other trends towards oligarchy were rooted in institutional scler-
osis. Apparently, urban institutions did not readily adapt, even if the towns them-
selves changed beyond recognition. Last but not least, the case-study of Bruges
serves as a reminder that not every town saw a trend towards oligarchy, however
this process is defined.

A social perspective (1): from patriciate to poorterij
A second point that we would like to make is that historians would do well to dis-
entangle oligarchy – however it is defined – from social stability. As discussed in the
introduction of this article, historians often assume that the rise of urban oligarchy
between c. 1300 and c. 1600 contributed to the birth of ancien régime societies, in
which the hierarchical ordering of social groups had become much more pro-
nounced than it had been in the pre-1300 era. These urban elites are consequently
imagined as restricted cliques, composed of powerful families that frequently inter-
married, that were extremely stable in their composition.

Netherlandish historiography provides a telling illustration of this association of
oligarchy with social stasis. From the late nineteenth century to this day, scholars
tend to conceptualize urban elites as ‘patriciates’, even if the latter term was
never used by contemporaries.16 While acknowledging that urban political elites
in the Low Countries never enjoyed the legal prerogatives of the original patriciate
of the Roman Republic, historians use the term to stress the longevity, social cohe-
sion and collective identity of the cluster of families that provided aldermen to the

Table 5. The composition of the Antwerp City Council, 1400–1549

Time span Number of families Number of mandatesa Average number of offices per family

1400–29 59 381 6.46
1430–59 51 390 7.65
1460–89 67 403 6.01
1490–1519 50 510 10.20
1520–49 57 493 8.65

aThe city council of Antwerp consisted of 2 mayors and 12 aldermen up to 1490, when the number of aldermen was
increased to 16. Hence the increase in the number of mandates after this date.
Source: see Janna Everaert’s article in this special section.

16See the incisive historiographical discussion in J. Dumolyn, ‘Later medieval and early modern urban
elites: social categories and social dynamics’, in M. Asenjo-Gonzalez (ed.), Urban Elites and Aristocratic
Behaviour in the Spanish Kingdoms at the End of the Middle Ages (Turnhout, 2013), 3–20.
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city council on behalf of the poorterij of well-to-do merchants, rentiers and prop-
erty owners, as distinct from the aldermen who represented the craft guilds.17

To test this perspective, we quantified the political commitment of all families
that provided aldermen to Ghent, Bruges, Mechelen and Antwerp. We used the
patrilineal ‘family’ – the aggregate of individuals who shared a surname and who
were presumed to have a common male ancestor was called a geslachte (lineage)
by contemporaries – as a crude measure for the openness of urban government.
Because one family could provide a single alderman whereas another family
could provide a great number of office-holders (in all four towns, aldermen were
only in office for one year), we quantified the number of offices held by each family.

This approach reveals that all four towns did have true political dynasties: some
families rotated a seat in the city council among fathers and sons, brothers and cou-
sins, and so on. In each of the four towns, the political elite constituted a cluster of
prominent dynasties that was embedded in a larger group of families that claimed
only a handful of positions, often through one family member who was the first and
only one of his lineage to be active as an alderman. In fact, the distribution of power
over families was surprisingly similar in Bruges, Ghent, Mechelen and Antwerp,
and it was surprisingly constant in that no significant change in this distribution
took place in the course of the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. A
Lorenz curve analysis of the Bruges City Council for the six consecutive time
spans of 25 years between 1351 and 1500 provides a good illustration (see Figure 1).

The balance of power between the ‘core’ of political dynasties and the ‘periphery’
of less powerful families and isolated individuals in Bruges closely resembles the
situation in Ghent, Antwerp and Mechelen.18 The top 20 per cent families of
Bruges claimed c. 50–60 per cent of all available offices, a figure that is matched
by their counterparts in Antwerp. Mechelen and Ghent were not far behind: in
Ghent, the top 20 per cent of families claimed c. 40 per cent, and in Mechelen
c. 40–50 per cent. Inversely, in all four towns, the bottom 20 per cent of the families
claimed less than 10 per cent of the seats in the city council. In the three towns
where power was shared between the poorterij and the craft guilds, the top families
were usually, but not always, representatives of the poorterij. The social basis of gov-
ernment was thus basically the same in the four towns.

If this analysis confirms that the large towns of the Southern Low Countries
included true political dynasties, it also casts doubt on the interpretation of the
aggregate of these dynasties as a coherent and self-conscious elite – a ‘patriciate’.

17See the vigorous defence of the use of this concept in modern scholarship in M. Boone, À la recherche
d’une modernité civique: La société urbaine des Pays-Bas au bas Moyen Âge (Brussels, 2010), 63, 101, against
the critique in A. Derville, ‘Les élites urbaines en Flandre et en Artois’, in Les élites urbaines au Moyen Âge:
XXVIIe congrès de la SHMES (Rome, mai 1996) (Paris and Rome, 1997), 125–7, 135. Pointing out that con-
temporaries did not speak of patriciates or patricians, Derville instead distinguishes between the ‘poorterij’
and ‘noblesse urbaine’. Yet, while noblemen were present in Netherlandish towns, Derville’s suggestion that
the concept of ‘urban nobility’ should be adopted is problematic. For a critical discussion, see F. Buylaert,
‘La “noblesse urbaine” à Bruges (1363–1563): naissance d’un nouveau groupe social?’, in T. Dutour (ed.),
Les nobles et la ville dans l’espace francophone XIIe – XVIe siècles (Paris, 2010), 247–75.

18For Antwerp and Mechelen, see the following contributions to this special section by Janna Everaert
and Frederik Buylaert respectively. For Ghent, see Jelten Baguet, ‘“De heren van Gent.” Politieke elites en
sociale verandering in de zestiende eeuw’, Vrije Universiteit Brussel Ph.D. thesis, 2018.
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The data remind us that urban politics was not the privilege of powerful families.
These families shared power with a wide range of individual politicians as well as
with families that only occasionally provided an alderman. If the great dynasties
had the advantage of experience and contacts that could be handed from one family
member to the next, aldermen who did not belong to such families may have
weighed just as heavily on the decision-making process on the basis of the individ-
ual merits that had earned them a seat in the city council.

What casts further doubt on the viability of the concept of a patriciate is the
observation that even among the most powerful families, the social turnover was
very high. Many families died out in the male line, whereas others were removed
from power or willingly abandoned urban politics in search of other pursuits.
The late medieval ‘patriciates’ are often imagined as the continuation of the ruling
class that governed the towns alone before the rise of the craft guilds around 1300,
but socially speaking, only very few families from the fourteenth, fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries could really claim to have belonged to that milieu. Barring spec-
tacular exceptions such as the Borluut family, which participated in Ghent
politics from the thirteenth until the nineteenth century, most families disappeared
from the political stage after one, two or three generations. In Mechelen, only 3 of
the 37 lineages that dominated the city council in the 1550s had belonged to the 38
lineages that had ruled the town in the 1370s (8 per cent). In nearby Antwerp, the

Figure 1. Lorenz curve of the distributions ofmandates in the Bruges City Council, 1350–1550 (per 25 years)
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turnover was quite similar: of the 59 lineages that dominated the town in the early
fifteenth century, only 10 still belonged to the 57 political dynasties that are attested
for the second quarter of the sixteenth century (17 per cent). For reasons that are as
yet unclear, the turnover was somewhat lower in Ghent: of the 31 families that had
represented the town’s poorterij in the city council in 1530–40, about 6 or 7
belonged to the 22 families that had provided aldermen in 1400–10 (27–32 per
cent). As long ago as 1994, Denis Menjot pointed out that urban elites were in con-
stant flux, but the data for the large towns of the Southern Low Countries suggest
that, so far, scholars have underestimated the intensity of this process.19

A comparison with rural elites is helpful to appreciate how volatile the compos-
ition of urban political elites was. As with most European elites, the nobility of the
county of Flanders lost about half of its constituent lineages per century, so that of
the c. 228 families attested in 1351–75, c. 106 families still belonged to the Flemish
nobility in 1476–1500 (46.5 per cent).20 For a comparable time span, the political
families of Ghent, Mechelen and Antwerp lost between c. 70 and 90 per cent of
their members. Like rural elites, urban political elites saw the constant disappear-
ance of dynasties because of impoverishment, biological extinction or emigration,
but on top of that, an urban alderman also had to weather the dangers of urban
politics, in which a wrong move during a revolt or its aftermath could see him
and his family members ostracized from urban government.

Even if some families did manage to attain an enduring presence in the city
council for over a century, then this longevity did not imply that they consistently
belonged to the powerful nucleus of families. In Bruges, for example, the Van
Themseke lineage was constantly active in urban politics between 1351 and 1500,
but its political weight – as measured in the number of offices held by family mem-
bers – was limited before 1400. Inversely, the Van Vaernewijck lineage in Ghent
had been powerful in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (its members then
often held six or seven mandates per decade), but the family lost much of its
power after 1500: its members now belonged to the periphery rather than the
core of urban politics. So, even if the balance of power between the powerful and
the not-so-powerful families was stable over time, this balance was clearly the result
of continuity through change: oligarchy did not imply social stability, and it is an
open question whether the social networks at the top of urban government were
sufficiently stable to give birth to a coherent collective identity.

At the end of the day, the continued use of the concept of patriciate is a matter of
debate, depending on how strictly the term is defined. Bearing in mind the caveats
outlined above, the concept does capture the existence of a handful of powerful
families that frequently intermarried. Yet, we would do well to realize that the con-
tinued use of the concept comes at a price, namely that we may misconstrue the
social identities of the families engaged in urban government. The assumption

19D. Menjot, ‘La classe dominante des villes de l’Occident méditerranéen au seuil de la modernité’, in
J. Hinojosa Montalvo (ed.), 1490. En el umbral de la modernidad: El Mediterraneo europeo y las cuidades
en el tránsito de los siglos XV–XVI (Valencia, 1994), 181–203.

20The available estimates are discussed in P. Contamine, ‘The European nobility’, in C. Allmand (ed.),
The New Cambridge Medieval History, vol. VII: c. 1415–1500 (Cambridge, 1998), 101–2. For Flanders, see
F. Buylaert, ‘The late medieval “crisis of the nobility” reconsidered: the case of Flanders’, Journal of Social
History, 45 (2012), 1117–34.
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that families at the top had a well-defined collective identity may hide more than it
reveals, in that it shields the issue of how political elites were embedded in the social
fabric. For the Low Countries, the issue largely revolves around the enigmatic con-
cept of poorterij. Generally speaking, the poorterij can be translated as ‘the citi-
zenry’, in that it was the contemporary judicial designation of all the burghers of
a town (as opposed to city dwellers without burghership). Yet, the term also had
a second, more elusive meaning, namely a segment of urban society that existed
next to the corporate milieu of the craft guilds. Barring Antwerp, where the city
council was dominated by the poorterij, the aldermen of the towns under discussion
either represented the craft guilds or the poorterij. In this definition, the poorterij
was clearly the political emanation of what historians tend to call the ‘urban bour-
geoisie’, that is, the aggregate of citizens who derived their income from trade,
house rents, land leases, some professions that were not regulated by craft guilds,
and the like.

Very little is known about the poorterij as a pendant to the corporate milieu
but it concerned a significant part of urban society. The only reliable estimate
of its demographic weight comes from Bruges, where the poorterij claimed 4
out of 13 seats in both the bench of aldermen and the bench of councillors, leav-
ing the other seats to representatives of the craft guilds. Evidence from the early
fifteenth century shows that when the Bruges militia was under arms, roughly 20
per cent of the monthly expenses went to the poorterij.21 Even if we concede that
a member of the poorterij may have received a higher monthly stipend than a fel-
low combatant from the craft guilds – at least some wealthy merchants are known
to have fought as fully armoured horsemen, which undoubtedly came with higher
expenditures for fodder and so on – the social body of the poorterij was clearly
much larger than the number of poorterij families that held offices in the city
council.

The observation that the handful of political dynasties of poorterij profile repre-
sented a much broader milieu again raises the question whether the aggregate of
these powerful families constituted a separate social group. Rather than a patriciate,
they may have imagined themselves to be the most prominent segment among
urban bourgeois. Antwerp provides precious evidence in this respect, as the contri-
bution of Janna Everaert reveals that the recruitment of new political families was
largely tied to the marital alliances of established political dynasties with fellow
poorterij families without any political experience. At the end of the day, the fam-
ilies at the top may have aligned their interests and affinities not so much in a hori-
zontal manner – i.e. the solidarity among powerful families at the top – but in a
vertical manner, perhaps all the way down the lower fringes of the poorterij. If
the upper fringes of this milieu belonged to exceptionally wealthy merchants,
then the lower fringes included individuals who were not so wealthy, such as
schoolmasters, lower-ranking legal professionals or those who practised a ‘burgher
trade’ (i.e. one of the professions that were not organized in formal guilds, such as
landlords of taverns or bonnet makers). If correct, then this perspective not only
puts pressure on the long-standing tendency to imagine political elites as coherent

21J. Dumolyn, De Brugse opstand van 1436–1438 (Kortrijk and Heule, 1997), 57–8.
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social elites, but perhaps also on experiments with identifying ‘middle classes’ in
medieval towns.22

A social perspective (2): a trend to aristocracy?
If we turn from oligarchy to aristocracy, another factor complicates the traditional
view of urban political elites as well-delineated social groups: if urban political elites
were perhaps not closed at the bottom from the poorterij, they were also open at the
top. An increasingly large segment of the urban political elites may not have
defined themselves first and foremost as members of the patriciate of this or that
town, but as members of the regional nobility.

The proponents of the thesis that European towns were increasingly dominated
by oligarchies have often argued that the trend towards oligarchy went hand in
hand with a trend towards aristocracy, in that differences in social status between
rulers and subjects became more pronounced. Nobility is the most important
proxy in this respect, as contemporaries usually, but not always, accepted noblemen
to be a superior social standing than commoners, even if the latter surpassed the
former in wealth and power.23 Christopher Friedrichs, for example, speculated in
1995 that nobility contributed to the progressive articulation of social hierarchy
in towns:

the pull of noble rank was in many ways the ‘primum mobile’ of the urban
status system, for it indirectly shaped the ambitions and aspirations of people
much further down the ladder. The desire for noble status formed the apex of
a much broader pattern of social aspiration. For the very same ‘ambition or
avidity for honour’ that made goldsmiths aspire to become merchants, or mer-
chants to become rentiers, also inspired rentiers and others at the top of the
urban hierarchy with the hope of acquiring – for themselves or, failing that,
for their sons and grandsons – the honour and prestige of a noble rank and
title.24

This perspective is anything but dead. As recently reasserted by David Crouch, the
emergence of the concept of nobility in the high Middle Ages not only gave coher-
ence to a socially inchoate elite, but also provoked a cascade effect, in which other
groups were henceforth imagined as different rungs on an increasingly complex
ladder of status positions with the nobility at the top. Esquires were positioned
below knights, gentlemen were positioned below esquires, peasants below gentle-
men and so on.25 Because oligarchy was coupled with aristocracy – in the

22For a historiographical discussion, see J. Fynn-Paul, ‘Let’s talk about class: towards an institutionalist
typology of class relations in the cities of pre-modern Europe (c. 1200 – c. 1800), Urban History, 41 (2014),
1–24.

23The best discussion is K. Schreiner, ‘Religiöse, historische und rechtliche Legitimation
spätmittelalterlicher Adelsherrschaft’, in O. Oexle and W. Paravicini (eds.), Nobilitas: Funktion und
Repräsentation des Adels in Alteuropa (Göttingen, 1997), 376–430.

24C. Friedrichs, The Early Modern City 1450–1750 (London and New York, 1995), 191–2.
25D. Crouch, The English Aristocracy 1070–1272: A Social Transformation (New Haven, CT, and London,

2011), xiv–vii, 19, 37, 39, 61, 248–50.
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contemporary definition of nobles having ‘better blood’ than others – the changes
in the government of late medieval towns are thus imagined as a factor in the birth
of the ancien régime as a society of orders.

The basic assumption that underpins this claim is of course a growing presence
of the nobility in the towns. This assumption can be tested effectively for the Low
Countries because nobility was a relatively stable concept until the seventeenth cen-
tury.26 This provides a strong contrast with, for example, England, where the con-
cept of nobility was broadened to include new groups. Around 1300, England had
3,000 noble families, but in 1500, this polity had no fewer than 10,000 families with
‘gentry status’ (a watered-down concept of nobility), whereas the size of the English
population had declined from four to two million people between 1300 and 1500.27

No such trends are visible in the Netherlandish principalities: the Flemish nobility,
for example, always oscillated around 250 families in the period under discussion.

Even if the concept of nobility was not stretched out to include new groups, as
was the case with the concept of ‘gentry’ in England, noble status was not an impos-
sible dream for city dwellers. Between the fourteenth and the sixteenth century, the
number of aldermen with noble status in the large towns in the Southern principal-
ities of Brabant and Flanders gradually increased. This rapprochement was rooted
in the growing overlap in the economic and social profile of noblemen and prom-
inent city dwellers. On the one hand, wealthy urbanites increasingly often acquired
large rural estates, and on the other hand, established noble lords from the coun-
tryside adjusted to the rise of large towns by infiltrating those towns, not only to
enjoy urban life, but also to take up positions of power. In this context, marriages
between noble families and urban political dynasties occurred increasingly often,
and increasingly often, an urban politician inherited or purchased a seigneurie,
that is, a source of nobility.28 For at least some of the families involved, noble lord-
ship counted for more than urban politics. The Bau lineage from Mechelen and the
Braderic family from Bruges, for example, ceased to provide aldermen to their
hometowns to focus on their seigneurial estates.29

The question at this point is whether the timing and intensity of this growing
overlap between urban and rural elites differed from town to town or not. To meas-
ure the share of the nobility in the urban political elites of Ghent, Bruges, Antwerp
and Mechelen, we quantified the explicit designation of this or that alderman as
edele ende weerde heere (noble and honourable lord), as a noble homme, or as a
member of a noble family, as well as titles of address that were uncontested markers
of nobility (knighthood or squirearchy or a seigneurial title) in the available sources
(lists of aldermen, tombstones and so on).

26See esp. P. Janssens, L’évolution de la noblesse belge dépuis la fin du Moyen Âge (Brussels, 1998), and
F. Buylaert, J. Dumolyn and W. De Clercq, ‘Sumptuary legislation, material culture and the semiotics of
“vivre noblement” in the County of Flanders (14th – 16th centuries)’, Social History, 36 (2011), 393–417.

27C. Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Late Middle Ages: The Fourteenth-Century Political
Community (London and New York, 1996), 14, 18, 69–73, and M. Keen, The Origins of the English
Gentleman (Stroud, 2002), 104.

28F. Buylaert, ‘Lordship, urbanisation and social change in late medieval Flanders’, Past and Present, 227
(2015), 66–75, and P. De Win, ‘Adel en stadspatriciaat in het hertogdom Brabant in de 15de eeuw’, Spiegel
Historiael, 16 (1981), 407–11.

29For the Braderics, see Dumolyn et al., ‘Political power and social groups’, 328.
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The results suggest a growing overlap of the nobility and the urban political
elites in the Southern Low Countries between the fourteenth and the sixteenth cen-
tury. We start the comparative analysis with Bruges (see Table 6). Around 1350, the
social composition of the Bruges City Council conformed to the traditional dichot-
omy between ‘rural nobility’ and ‘urban elites’, as the participation of noble lineages
in urban government was close to non-existent. From the late fourteenth century
onwards, the share of noble lineages increased gradually, as some established
noble lineages became involved in Bruges politics as aldermen, and some political
dynasties became noble. The number of noble families remained quite limited, but
these families were often exceptionally influential: by the second quarter of the six-
teenth century, 25 per cent of all available positions in the city council were held by
nobles. In sum, Bruges reveals an increasing overlap between nobility and the urban
political elite.

Similar quantitative assessments for Ghent, Antwerp and Mechelen confirm that
the ennoblement of the urban elite had deep roots, and that this process progressed
only slowly.30 In fourteenth-century Ghent, the presence of noblemen in the Ghent
City Council was negligible, as it was only in the fifteenth century that Flemish
noblemen turned towards the towns, at which point some of the greatest political
dynasties of Ghent became noble as well. In the last quarter of the fifteenth century,
more than 40 noble lineages provided the town with at least one noble alderman.31

In fact, Ghent attracted more noble lineages than any other Flemish town, probably
because this city was also the seat of the Council of Flanders, the highest princely
court of justice and administration in the county. Yet, the impact of this growing
appeal of Ghent to the landed nobility on the composition of the city council
was at first rather limited. Until the 1540s, noblemen only claimed c. 10–20 per
cent of all available positions. After the abolition of craft guild participation in

Table 6. The progressive ennoblement of the Bruges City Council

Sample
period

The number of families with noble
status in the city council

The number of mandates held
by noble families

1351–75 2/138 (1.4%) 6/657 (0.9%)
1376–1400 7/144 (4.8%) 53/650 (8.1%)
1401–25 10/115 (8.7%) 93/655 (14.2%)
1426–50 13/158 (8.2%) 146/666 (21.9%)
1451–75 15/162 (9.2%) 116/618 (18.8%)
1476–1500 30/237 (12.6%) 123/741 (16.6%)
1501–25 26/191 (13.6%) 131/701 (18.7%)
1526–50 21/174 (12.1%) 165/659 (25%)

Source: the data listed for Table 3 have been cross-checked with the primary sources edited in
F. Buylaert, Repertorium van de Vlaamse adel (ca. 1350 – ca. 1500) (Ghent, 2011), and F. Buylaert
(ed.), ‘Sociale hiërarchisering en informatiebeheer tussen vorst en kasselrij. De productie van
“adelslijsten” in het graafschap Vlaanderen (14e–16e eeuw)’, Handelingen van de Koninklijke
Commissie voor Geschiedenis, 178 (2012), 65–128, as well as with all explicit references in the
original lists of aldermen to individuals with noble titles.

30For Ghent and Mechelen, see the following contributions to this special section by Jelten Baguet and
Frederik Buylaert respectively. For Antwerp, see Janna Everaert’s forthcoming doctoral dissertation.

31Buylaert, ‘Lordship, urbanisation and social change’, 46–7.
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1540, however, noble dynasties had more space to spread out, and their share
increased to c. 40–50 per cent of all available mandates at the eve of the Dutch
Revolt (1568–1648).

Mechelen presents us with a similar development: here too, the role of noblemen
in urban government was close to non-existent in the fourteenth century (only 4
per cent in the 1370s), and this changed slowly in the course of the fifteenth cen-
tury. In the 1470s and 1480s, we see that the share of the nobility in the urban elite
had increased to 8 per cent and 12 per cent respectively, two figures that are com-
parable to those for Bruges and Ghent. If we move on in time to the 1550s and
1560s, the share of the nobility had increased to about half of all available positions
(48 per cent), a situation that was very similar to the one in Ghent.

The difference between Ghent and Mechelen concerns the precise timing of this
process. In Ghent, the progressive ennoblement of the city council only truly took
off quite late in the sixteenth century. The game changer was apparently the abo-
lition of official craft guild participation in 1540 and the increased prominence of
bourgeois families in the city’s benches of aldermen: with the increasing dominance
of the poorterij, the nobility apparently had more room to spread out. In Mechelen,
however, the increased presence of the nobility in the city council stretched back to
the first quarter of the sixteenth century. This tallies well with the observation that,
in Mechelen, the share of the craft guilds in the city council was traditionally much
more limited than in Ghent (about half and three-quarters of all available positions,
respectively). Detailed analysis also reveals that many noblemen settled in Mechelen
when the town functioned as the informal capital of the Low Countries between the
1470s and the 1530s, and this helped urban dynasties to become noble themselves.
The special bond of Mechelen with the nobility of the Habsburg court thus helps to
explain the progressive ennoblement of its ruling class, even if this town did not see
the abolition of craft guild participation.

The town of Antwerp provides us with a cross-check for whether the presence of
the princely court or the princely administration was necessary for an exceptionally
strong trend towards ennoblement. Unlike Mechelen, this town never was a capital,
and unlike Ghent, it never hosted an important princely administrative body such
as the Council of Flanders. The Antwerp trajectory reveals that other factors could
also contribute to an increasing noble presence: as an increasingly important com-
mercial centre, the town did attract its fair share of noble interest. Strikingly,
Antwerp saw an early and strong increase in the number of noblemen in the city
council in the first two decades after 1406, when c. 15–25 per cent of the aldermen
belonged to the nobility. The timing is not a coincidence, as 1406 is an important
dynastic caesura: up to that moment, the town was under de facto control of the
count of Flanders, but henceforth, Antwerp was again ruled by the duke of
Brabant. There is much evidence to suggest that Anthony of Burgundy, duke of
Brabant and the new ruler of Antwerp, wanted to establish a strong bond with
the ruling elite of Antwerp by granting knighthoods to some local families, and
by positioning some trusted noblemen in the city council. As a result, the share
of the nobility was quite substantial in the first two decades of the fifteenth century.
The data are inconclusive for the next decades, but when we are on firm empirical
footing again in the 1460s, Antwerp still had a sizeable contingent of noblemen in
the bench of aldermen. When Antwerp gradually claimed the position of the
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central trade hub of the Low Countries in the late fifteenth century, noblemen con-
sistently claimed about one third of all available positions, and this situation per-
sisted until c. 1530. After 1530, the share of the nobility increased even further
to perhaps about half of the urban political elite.

This development first reveals that a noble presence in Antwerp had developed
somewhat earlier than in Ghent and Mechelen. Apparently, the absence in Antwerp
of political craft guilds as they existed in Ghent and Mechelen allowed noblemen to
profile themselves in urban politics quite early on. Yet, at the end of the day, the
outcome was strikingly similar in Ghent, Mechelen and Antwerp. At the eve of
the Dutch Revolt, close to half of the aldermen and councillors in all three
towns were noblemen, a situation that was completely unthinkable in the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries.

Bruges, then, trailed somewhat behind, as only a quarter of the aldermen
belonged to the nobility by the mid-sixteenth century. This city did not host
princely institutions, even if the ageing Duke Philip the Good had spent some
time in Bruges in the 1450s and the 1460s.32 Bruges also lost its position as the
Netherlandish gateway town to Antwerp: after the fifteenth-century efflorescence
of Bruges, demographic decline set in. Apparently, this trend also diminished the
appeal of Bruges to established noblemen intent on urban careers, and, in conse-
quence, the opportunities for ambitious city dwellers to marry a noble heiress to
a seigneurie.33

The growing overlap between noble elites and urban elites was thus apparently
typical for large towns in the Southern Low Countries, but the intensity and timing
of this process was influenced by the distinct economic, social, and political profile
of each town.

Conclusion
Comparing urban biographies is a difficult affair, even if we only focus on a handful
of variables that have to do with the openness of the city council and the social pro-
file of its members. Each town is unique, and a town’s history is to a large extent
shaped by the cumulative impact of contingent factors that are particular to that
town. Yet, scholars such as Tom Scott show that comparative analysis of pre-
modern towns can and must be done.34

A joint study of Ghent, Bruges, Mechelen and Antwerp in c. 1350 – c. 1550 to
test assumptions about urban political elites yields mixed results. The comparison
of these four towns in the Southern Low Countries suggests that the classic thesis
about the inexorable trend towards oligarchy requires reconsideration. While being
a convenient blanket term for the reshaping of the upper strata of urban society
between 1300 and 1600, this concept amalgamates different processes that deserve

32In total, Duke Philip spent about three years in Bruges. See E. Lecuppre-Desjardin, La ville des
cérémonies: essai sur la communication politique dans les anciens Pays-Bas bourguignons (Turnhout,
2004), 381–4.

33A similar pattern has been observed for fifteenth-century Ypres: the population decline from c. 30,000
inhabitants to c. 8,000 inhabitants was mirrored in decreasing numbers of city dwellers who joined the
nobility. Buylaert, ‘Lordship, urbanisation and social change’, 64.

34T. Scott, The City-State in Europe, 1000–1600 (Oxford, 2012).
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to be treated separately. If urban governance was a more exclusive affair in 1550
than in 1400 in three of the four cities discussed, then this development was differ-
ent in nature in Ghent (where the ruling class did become more oligarchic) than in
Antwerp and Mechelen (where the demographic ratio between rulers and ruled had
changed). Also, fifteenth-century Bruges, with its increasingly open political com-
munity in the wake of a repressed revolt, and Mechelen, where the Habsburg state
was willing to condone the continued participation of craft guilds even as the town
came to function as an informal capital, provide a warning against the assumption
that state formation always provoked trends towards oligarchy. Perhaps oligarchy is
simply not the best proxy for historians of urban politics, for the simple reason that
a small clique could pursue inclusive policies that benefit the many, not in the least
because of the pressure that could be brought to bear by non-elites on urban gov-
ernments.35 Inversely, a large, open ruling class could pursue an agenda of stigma-
tization and discrimination.

Similar assumptions about the impact of economic change also deserve critical
scrutiny. Historians often surmise that merchants first infiltrated, and then domi-
nated the urban government in those towns that came to function as a hub for
international trade, but as discussed in the contribution by Janna Everaert below,
Antwerp escaped this trend when it replaced Bruges as the gateway for international
trade in the Low Countries. This is not to say that urban political elites were
immune to economic change. In their articles in this special section, Jelten
Baguet and Frederik Buylaert argue that economic trends contributed to the weak-
ening position of craft guilds in Ghent and Mechelen respectively. Yet Antwerp is a
forceful reminder that the composition of social groups was not just a linear reflec-
tion of economic trends. In fact, the challenge is often to understand how the
impact of larger political and economic trends on urban political elites was blunted,
mediated or redirected: the comparative approach adopted in this article reveals
that the different outcomes for the four towns cannot be reduced to the differences
we outlined in the introduction in respect to the economic profile of the town, the
political strength of the craft guilds and the relationship with the state.

If comparative analysis of a cluster of towns reveals that some entrenched his-
toriographical assumptions on the common characteristics of pre-modern
European towns deserve closer scrutiny, then it also reveals some patterns that
are so surprisingly consistent that future research is necessary to explain them in
full. The social basis of urban politics was the same in each of the four towns
under consideration, combining a nucleus of powerful families that held about
half of all available offices with an extensive periphery of individuals and families
whose position in the city council was less well entrenched. What suffused these
stable configurations was not the emergence of hereditary elites, but high levels
of social mobility, up to the point that the existence of stable social groups – patri-
ciates – is an open question.

35Informal pressures as a constituent of pre-modern politics is an issue that received considerable scru-
tiny since the turn of the twenty-first century: a historiographical introduction in W. te Brake, Shaping
History: Ordinary People in European Politics, 1500–1700 (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1998). For
late medieval Flanders and Brabant, see the many joint publications of Jan Dumolyn and Jelle Haemers
on this topic.
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Similarly, if the trend of oligarchy touched some cities while leaving others
untouched, a trend towards aristocracy is revealed for all four cities: by the
1550s, about half of the urban politicians in Mechelen, Antwerp and Ghent
belonged to the nobility, and Bruges trailed not so far behind. If the outcome
was similar, the timing of the process was not, and these differences in timing
can be explained from the relative strength of the craft guilds, the town’s economic
fortunes and the town’s proximity to the princely administration.

In twentieth-century historiography, trends towards aristocracy were often ima-
gined as a corollary to trends towards oligarchy, in that a more restricted and exclu-
sive ruling class would automatically acquire a more elitist social cachet, but the
case-studies under consideration make clear that this assumption does not with-
stand close scrutiny. In the article on Mechelen, Frederik Buylaert even argues
that the pursuit of nobility can help to explain why access to urban government
sometimes became more exclusive. The increasing social prominence of urban poli-
ticians is best considered as an independent variable.

This comparative project for Netherlandish towns thus suggests that the estab-
lished concept of the ‘Birth of the ancien régime’ does capture a fundamental
change that historians need to address: urban elites were something very different
by the late sixteenth century than they were in the early fourteenth century. Yet,
this transformation was much more complex than a mere trend towards oligarchy.
Urban elites were shaped and reshaped by various transformations that were
decidedly more social in nature than is often assumed. The articles on Ghent,
Mechelen and Antwerp show that these transformations were not random, but
tied to specific changes in the urban economy and urban society, as well as in
the larger political and religious developments of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century
Europe. In that sense, urban political elites deserve to be ranked high on the
research agenda, as this theme allows historians to investigate both the impact of
larger trends on specific communities, as well as the ways in which the character-
istics and history of specific communities gave shape to larger patterns in European
history.

In the survey article that follows this special section, Christian Liddy provides an
assessment of the historiographical stakes and potential benefits of concerted
research on urban elites in western Europe with a discussion of the available schol-
arship for England, the German empire, the Low Countries, France and the Italian
peninsula. As a specialist of English urban society, Liddy points out that earlier
reflections on ‘elite’, ‘family’ and so on are not neutral, but tied to the priorities
of various historiographical traditions that are still largely shaped by the framework
of modern states. As discussed in the introduction of this article, the different ‘ori-
gin stories’ about present-day Belgium and the Netherlands have provoked a
decidedly unequal interest in urban political elites among twentieth-century histor-
ians, and similar processes are at work in other parts of Europe.36 Like the urban
historians in the Benelux, specialists of French, Italian and German towns often
speak of ‘patriciates’ because it functions as a shorthand for deep-rooted assump-
tions about the stability and cohesion of urban ruling classes. By contrast, historians

36For the concept of ‘origin stories’, see P.J. Geary, The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe
(Princeton, 2001).
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of English urban society have stressed the dynamic nature of urban elites as they
proceeded from a perspective that presumes exceptionally intense social mobility
and social change in English society.

While probing the functionality of specific assumptions and statements about
urban elites for some of the grand narratives, Liddy also brings into focus the sur-
viving evidence on contemporary perceptions of urban elites with a critical discus-
sion of the testimony of William Caxton, the first English printer. Having spent
much of the 1460s and 1470s in Cologne, Bruges and Ghent before returning to
London, Caxton saw a great contrast between the urban dynasties on the continent,
which endured for hundreds of years, and those of London, which usually disap-
peared after two or three generations. The evidence presented in this special section
reveals that historians would do well to be careful with such statements, as age-old
dynasties were in fact extremely rare in the Netherlandish towns where Caxton had
lived. Yet, factually inaccurate as they may be, contemporary musings such as
Caxton’s also hint at an important variable for elite transformations, that is, the
social and cultural categories that shaped the perceptions of elites and those of
their subjects. Here too, historians cannot restrict themselves to the observation
that patriciate is a humanist construct that developed a life of its own in the
hands of nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars. Unearthing the discursive
assumptions about family, power and social cohesion that circulated among
fourteenth-, fifteenth- and sixteenth-century city dwellers is an important pre-
requisite to placing the history of urban elites on a new, improved footing.

Cite this article: Buylaert F, Baguet J, Everaert J (2020). Returning urban political elites to the research
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