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Peasants are often thought of as slow, backward and resistant to change. This view has been expressed by present-day governments anxious to boost agrarian production, by Stalin in his forced collectivisation programme, and by people in the middle ages. The thirteenth-century writer Jean de Meung, for example, described peasant life as ‘tending the ancestral dungheap’. By contrast, however, many agronomists, economists and anthropologists have emphasised the adaptability of peasant society which has ensured its survival even in the most difficult circumstances.

Peasants constituted a significant part of England’s population in the middle ages but any examination of their responsiveness to change is severely hampered by a lack of information. Tithe records are valuable to the historian because they shed a narrow shaft of light on the problem. At their best, tithe data inform us of changes in peasant grain output and the mix of crops planted on peasant strips and closes. Not only can we examine trends in production and consumption but we are sometimes given hints of the workings of the peasant household economy. Although tithe data are relatively abundant, long continuous series for particular communities and regions are not. They are certainly much scarcer than the series of manorial accounts which inform us about seigniorial production.

This paper uses two series from individual villages in England, one in the south and one in the north, which represent the best such data available. Output in the villages is set in the context of what we know about patterns of production and consumption in the late middle ages. Given the quality of the data, however, it is possible to push the interpretation further, to the level of the peasant household economy. Although it is acknowledged by historians that peasant producers were the most significant suppliers of grain to the market during the middle ages, we tend to think of peasant production as heavily subsistence oriented with production for the market as a minor, almost incidental, sideline. By contrast, the market orientation of more recent peasant communities elsewhere in the world has been shown to be much more complex than this. Of course, we shall never have sufficient information to analyse the medieval peasant household economy with the detail of studies of more recent peasantries. However, these tithe data do provide hints that we should not necessarily dismiss medieval English peasant production for the market as an accidental spin off.

Unfortunately, this approach to the peasant household economy in the middle ages is necessarily micro-historical. Only the very few best series provide this kind of insight. This raises questions over the validity of this approach, and the representativeness of the conclusions reached. It is the purpose of this paper to describe the findings of an in-depth examination of two peasant villages and then to discuss what this tells us and, equally importantly, what it does not tell us about the peasant economy in the middle ages.

