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Abstract
This article examines the impact of the commons on economic inequality in the eighteenth-century 
rural society of the Ardennes in the Duchy of Luxembourg. A unique set of cadastral sources provides 
an opportunity to quantify the distribution of the income derived from the commons on the level of 
households. More precisely, we ask if and how the distribution of common land rights diminished or 
strengthened existing inequalities in private land use. This brings more direct empirical evidence to bear 
on the historiographical observation that commons were not institutions that generally and automatically 
improved equality among rural societies. Indeed, in contrast, there were substantial differences not only 
between community members and outsiders, but also between the commoners themselves. The following 
case study brings the socially differential use of common rights to the fore as an important indicator for 
rural inequality, hence contributing to historical research on rural inequality and commons.

In 1766 the central government of the Austrian Low Countries, representing the empress 
Maria Theresa, introduced a reform of the taxation system of its most southern province, the 
Duchy of Luxembourg (Map 1). The so-called Cadastre Thérésien was designed to align the 
taxes – first as an experiment in the duchy, but after some time extended to other provinces 
– with the assessments of the value of landownership and land use, not with personal titles as 
had formerly been the case. The choice of Luxembourg was no coincidence since the Austrian 
government and its predecessors all experienced major difficulties in getting a handle on the 
economic and political organization of the duchy. In particular, its taxation system was a 
thorn in its side as it was shaped by the far-reaching privileges and corruption of the nobility 
and clerical institutions, who paid almost no taxes, and therefore did not contribute to the 
national treasury. The self-interested character of the political and fiscal system of the Duchy of 
Luxembourg was reinforced by its somewhat remote location, accentuated by a physical barrier 
of dense forests and a road infrastructure that hampered transportation and communication.1  
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Notwithstanding many difficulties along the way, the Austrian government eventually succeeded 
in its aim to align taxation in Luxembourg with income derived from land, although as it turned 
out the reform was never exported to other provinces. 

The Cadastre Thérésien constitutes a unique source for the historical study of income 
inequality since it not only includes the personal income derived from private landholding 
and land ownership – as was normally the case in tax records – but also the income that an 
individual earned by means of common land rights. The inclusion of income from common 
land use naturally has a significant bearing on the rural region in Luxembourg that had the 
most commons, the Ardennes. Here, the concept of commons encompasses both common 
landownership by municipalities and the common use of the fruits of privately owned land. 
This area, which occupied the centre of the Duchy of Luxembourg, is the focus of the current 
article (Map 1). More specifically, the Cadastre Thérésien allows the investigation and quanti-
fication of the differences between various private and common land rights in constituting 
income inequality in the Ardennes. As such, the following case study on the impact of 
commons on economic inequality contributes simultaneously to two much-debated strands of 
research, one focused primarily on the topic of inequality and the other on the commons. In 
both domains it has thus far been difficult to fully reconstruct the utilization and distribution 
of common rights and their impact on income inequality.

The comparative framework on issues of economic inequality that exists for pre-in-
dustrial rural societies remains modest, but significant progress for Europe has been made 
in the past decade.2 Worthy of mention in this regard is the research done on Italy and by 
extension Western Europe by Guido Alfani and Matteo di Tullio.3 They related long-term 
trends in inequality to processes of economic growth, demographic changes and institutional 
arrangements such as tax collection. They explicitly included rural communities in their 
analysis, while most studies remain predominately focused on cities, studies on the Low 
Countries being no exception.4 Despite such progress in the field, inequality research remains 
mostly limited to private landholding and ownership. This is largely due to the limited availa-
bility of sources that allow the quantification of inequality in access to and income from land 
in rural societies. The two main archival sources that we do have to capture inequalities in the 
personal or household distribution of income or wealth are fiscal sources and the registration 
of inheritances.5 However, most of these sources do not fully reflect the social reality of those 
pre-industrial land systems that reserved an important role for common land rights in which 
a single resource could be claimed, owned and used by different individuals and groups.6 
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The observation that commons could have a crucial distributional impact on rural inequality 
given their importance in the property systems of many pre-industrial societies, has thus 
far mostly been discussed in the research field of commons. However, historians are also 
confronted with the limitations of sources in this area whereby it is difficult to quantify the 
relationship between commons and inequality. Most sources that testify to the historical 
presence and role of the commons (e.g. by-laws), are indeed qualitative of nature and allow 
scholars to map and compare various practices of regulation and negotiation.7 From these 
observations, scholars generally agree that commons were only successful in the long term if 
management institutions defended and guarded the boundaries of the community of users, 
and formulated and enforced clear rules and regulations. These management practices aimed 
to establish a social equilibrium between different interest groups and environmental sustain-
ability in the use of natural resources. By definition this means that commons, in almost every 
historical context, were rarely ‘open access’ or free to use by whoever was interested. This idea 
was advocated influentially by Elinor Ostrom, who collected an impressive amount of data 
on different sorts of commons, convincingly refuting Garret Hardin’s negative and disruptive 
image of commons that had for a long time prevailed in the social sciences.8 

Several of the studies that predominantly focus on the regulation and management of 
the commons nevertheless address questions of inequality as well. Their most important 
conclusion thus far is that the longevity and sustainability of the commons also substantially 
depended on the distribution of common rights among groups of users. In this regard, recent 
research indicated that it was essential that the distribution of the commons mirrored existing 
inequalities in the power relations among different social and political groups.9 Moreover, the 
historiographical stance that commons automatically improved equality has been refuted, even 
if the commons were essential to the survival strategies of landless labourers and smallholders. 
The latter observation on the role of the commons in mediating poverty has been mostly 
discussed in literature on the English enclosure movement.10 The divergent role of various 
common land rights with regard to inequality especially attracts notice when comparing 
historical studies of different regional rural systems.11 Dependent on the socio-economic, 
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political and ecological particulars at hand, the commons could maintain, diminish or 
increase levels of inequality.

These studies have, nevertheless, mostly interpreted inequality by looking at community 
members (with access rights) on the one hand and outsiders (without such rights) on the 
other.12 Indeed, most European rural communities granted access to only some of their 
inhabitants, not infrequently the most wealthy. Access rights, however, tell only part of the 
story and are insufficient to fully gain insight into inequality. As has been remarked, for 
example, by Tine De Moor, the group of commoners legally allowed to access the commons 
could differ from those commoners who actually made use of the commons.13 To the latter 
end, we need to map the social distribution of the benefits derived from the commons between 
its users. Unfortunately, internal variation between commoners is more difficult to take into 
account because the named normative sources tend only to give insight in formal access rights, 
as defined by law or custom, not in the practical and differentiated use of these rights.14

By analysing the redistributive character of common land rights in the late eighteenth-
century Ardennes in the Duchy of Luxembourg, I aim to enhance the historical understanding 
of the impact of the commons on levels of inequality in a pre-industrial rural society. A 
unique set of cadastral sources, with the Cadastre Thérésien as focal point, that not only 
includes the income from private land possessions, but also the earnings from common land 
rights on the household level, allows me to shift the focus directly to the social distribution 
of the benefits derived from the commons. I question if and how the system of common land 
rights reproduced existing inequalities in private ownership, or how it potentially mitigated 
and transformed such inequalities. To what extent could commoners increase their income 
from land by means of different common rights? In particular the impact of the commons on 
improving the living conditions of the poorest layers of society will be analysed and compared 
to the other social groups in the rural society of the Ardennes. 

The first section explores the main features of the property regime of the Ardennes. It also 
introduces the seigneurie of Terre de Neufchâteau, located in the Ardennes, as an exemplar 
of the regional economic and property system, which will serve as a case study throughout 
the following analysis (Map 1). The second part elaborates on the source material and begins 
by calculating the level of total income inequality in the Terre de Neufchâteau in 1766 by 
means of a Gini coefficient. In the third, fourth and fifth sections, this general estimate 
of inequality is decomposed into the different sets of land rights that were included in the 
analysis. Distinctions are made between 1) income from land that is privately owned and used, 
2) income from common land rights exercised on land owned by the village communities or 
by the feudal lords, and 3) income from common land rights exercised on privately-owned 
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m a p  1.  The Duchy of Luxembourg in the second half of the eighteenth century showing the Ardennes and the 
Seigneurie of Neufchâteau consisting of the Terre de Neufchâteau and the Ban de Mellier

Source: Map designed by Hans Blomme (UGent) and based on F. Mirguet, Le duché de Luxembourg à la fin de 
l’ancien régime: Atlas de géographie historique, I, Introduction (1982); C. de Moreau de Gerbehaye and Pierre 
Hannick, Le duché de Luxembourg à la fin de l’ancien régime: Atlas de géographie historique, VI, Le quartier de 
Neufchâteau (1989).
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land. It becomes possible to gain insight into whether and how the commons of the Ardennes 
had the effect of increasing or diminishing levels of income inequality. More generally, the 
empirical results bring to the fore the socially differential use and benefits of common rights 
as an important indicator of rural inequality, hence contributing to historical research on both 
rural inequality and the commons.

I

In the eighteenth-century the Ardennes were located near the southern borders of the Austrian 
Low Countries in the Duchy of Luxembourg. With the Eifel in Germany as its eastern 
extension, the entire area constitutes a geographical unity marked by rough terrain, hills and 
ridges (Map 1). The Ardennes’ major economic activities – animal husbandry and the wood 
industry – were essentially commercial and market-oriented. Yet the property regime of the 
Ardennes differed substantially from those of Flanders and other well-studied regions of the 
Low Countries.15 Most importantly, a major part of the income of local landholders came from 
land that was used in common for at least part of the year. As such, the Ardennes leans more 
closely to the pastoral societies in the Alps, the forest economies in south-western Germany or 
the heathlands of the Campine on the northern border of the southern Low Countries where 
the majority of land was used in common as opposed to privatized property systems where 
most land was both owned and used in an individual manner.16 

First of all, each family practised mixed subsistence farming on a small peasant holding, 
which it most often exploited as direct property. However, these private agricultural possessions 
were never absolute. Arable farming was organized according to a system of collective crop 
rotation on the level of village communities in which every resident household participated. 
Consequently, even the private ownership titles to arable land were coexistent with a series of 
collective rights and duties by means of which farming was organized.17 Farmers especially 
cultivated oats and rye. Depending on the status of the arable land, being terres labourables 
or terres sartables (cultivated by means of a slash-and-burn technique), each plot of land was 
cultivated once every ten to twenty years. In between periods of cultivation, these arable lands 
necessarily lay fallow and where used for pasture in order to slowly recover.18 Although most 
arable land was privately owned, some of the terres sartables were possessed in common by 
the village communities. In this case, every domiciled household received an equal share of its 
village’s terres sartables on a yearly basis.19 For most households, however, the grain production 
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on arable land was far from sufficient for them to be self-sustaining.20 Thus in order to buy 
additional grain supplies on the market, they also engaged in animal husbandry and the wood 
industry, which were commercially oriented. 

Animal husbandry, the most important economic activity of the Ardennes, was organized 
almost entirely in a collective manner. All domiciled households within one village gathered 
the livestock they owned individually under the surveillance of village herders (one for sheep, 
one for cattle, one for horses) who, by day, guided the herds over large stretches of common 
pasture land: 1) arable land that lay fallow, 2) natural meadows which opened for grazing after 
the first harvest of hay and 3) uncultivated heath land that was permanently used as pasture 
land.21 As such, most of the Ardennes’ lands were part of the common pasture and, moreover, 
were privately owned by individual households as opposed to the community land owned 
by the village communities themselves, especially uncultivated wastes. Because most land 
was predominantly used for common grazing, it was forbidden to fence off individual land 
possessions. As such, every household’s land became part of the vaine pâture, even if it did 
not possess any livestock.22 After the livestock had been fed by summer pasturing, most of 
them were sold again during autumn.23 The trade in sheep, horses, and cattle was the primary 
commercial activity of the Ardennes.24

The economic activities related to the Ardennes’ large area of forested land constituted 
the third pillar of the regional economy. The wood economy largely relied on common land 
rights that enabled every registered household to gather and cut a share of their community’s 
forest resources on an annual basis. Wood was used primarily as firewood (droits d’affouage/
chauffage), although on special request the households could also cut larger trees to use as 
building material or for making agricultural tools.25 While common grazing rights were 
practised primarily over private land, common firewood rights were practised on woodland 
owned by one or more communities or by the local lords.26 Common wood rights had an 
important commercial component as well. Although officially prohibited, the majority of 
rural inhabitants were involved in an intensive local wood trade as they sold part or all of 
their firewood on the market.27 Wood sales were strongly connected to the largest industrial 
activity of the Ardennes: the metal industry. Starting in the seventeenth century, the area in 
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the south west of the present-day province of Luxembourg saw the establishment of several 
forges that reached an economic peak in the second half of the eighteenth century. These 
industries needed large amounts of firewood, offering an opportunity for local inhabitants to 
earn additional cash income.28 

The seigneurie of Neufchâteau boasts all the typical characteristics of the regional system 
of the Ardennes, making it an excellent case study (Map 1). In fact, the area consisted of two 
jurisdictions, the Terre de Neufchâteau and the Ban de Mellier, which were continuously 
ruled over by the Arenberg and Löwenstein-Stolberg families from the fifteenth century.29 In 
this article I focus on the territory of the Terre de Neufchâteau, which consisted of the town 
of Neufchâteau with 179 households and 24 small or very small nucleated rural hamlets that 
contained a total of 312 households in 1766. The smallest village counted five households and 
the largest one 35.30 Here I will focus only on the countryside of the Terre de Neufchâteau, 
while leaving out the town of Neufchâteau, which was defined by characteristics specific to an 
urban area.31 Table 1 indicates the relative share of each type of land of the seigneurie, divided 
among private, community and seigneurial ownership. This shows that uncultivated land 
and woodland were generally owned in common, while arable land, gardens, meadows and 
enclosures were individually held. While natural meadows were fields without fences that were 
situated near watercourses and other damper land, enclosures were set up near the inhabited 
centres of villages, in between the gardens and similarly fenced off. Seigneurial ownership 
was dominant in the case of woodland, but other than that it was negligible. Throughout the 
analyses below the numbers in Table 1 are used as a point of reference. 

ta bl e  1. Landholding and landownership, Terre de Neufchâteau (1766) 

Arable land 
(terres labourables 

and terres 
sartables)

Gardens 
(jardins)

Meadows 
(prairies)

Enclosures 
(enclos)

Woodland 
(bois)

Uncultivated 
land  

(terres incultes)

Total 
surface 

(%)

% of total surface 22.11 0.76 8.28 1.91 30.36 36.42 100.00
Private (% of each 
type of land)

98.16 99.10 97.38 99.52 19.91 57.74 59.62

Common (% of  
each type of land)

0.08 0.36 0.26 0.00 37.57 42.04 26.76

Seignieurial (% of 
each type of land)

1.76 0.54 2.36 0.48 42.52 0.21 13.62

Source: Archives de l’Etat à Arlon (AEA), Cadastre de 1766 et la commission des charges publiques (1771–1794) 
(012), nos 342-48.
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II

To properly reconstruct land inequality in regions such as the Ardennes where the common 
use of land was omnipresent, historians should include the income from the commons in 
their analyses. Unfortunately, as already mentioned in the introduction to this article, most 
sources normally used to study the distribution of income from land before the nineteenth 
century only give a view of private land use and ownership. Moreover, most preserved 
historical sources that document information on the commons are rather qualitative in 
nature and do not allow for a precise calculation of income. Jane Humphries has already 
illustrated some possibilities to circumvent these methodological problems, namely by 
estimating the value of common rights ‘based on the rents charged for common rights 
[…] or by imputing values to the produce of common rights from the market prices of 
similar goods’.32 This problem of source inadequacy is, however, circumvented for the 
late eighteenth-century Terre de Neufchâteau, where I am in a unique position to include 
directly the value of different common rights in my analysis of income inequality on the 
household level. Apart from each household’s private possessions, three sets of common 
rights are considered: grazing rights, firewood rights and rights of essartage (a specific set 
of arable land rights). 

The yearly revenue of each individual landholder or owner of the Terre de Neufchâteau 
from his or her private land possessions could be derived from the Cadastre Thérésien 
of 1766, discussed above.33 This annual revenue was calculated by the local courts and it 
expressed gross income. Originally, it had been prescribed that the annual net income 
should be calculated based on the rents valid in a certain locality. However, in the Ardennes 
(and likewise in the Terre de Neufchâteau) almost all private land was exploited as direct 
property by the owner rather than a rent-paying tenant. Therefore, a system of calculation 
was put in place based instead on direct exploitation. Firstly, for each type of land – being 
arable land, meadows, enclosures, forests or uncultivated land – the officers of the local 
courts converted the average yields of cereal/hay/wood (depending on the type of land) per 
unit of surface in money based on the prices at the local market. Hereby, they also took 
into account the total duration of the production cycle and the number of years of actual 
cultivation within each cycle (fallow excluded). Secondly, they multiplied these numbers by 
the area of a certain piece of arable land, meadow, enclosure, forest or uncultivated land. 
Moreover, the income from gardens was calculated in accordance to the best arable lands 
in the village.34 

In addition to individual forms, every community (by name of the elected village chief) 
filled in a form as well. These forms contained the yearly revenue from the various common 
rights that the inhabitants of a community enjoyed together on land owned by the local 
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lords or village communities, particularly firewood rights and rights of essartage. The annual 
revenue from firewood rights was expressed in terms of the market price per unit of wood. The 
income from rights of essartage, which were arable land rights exercised on common arable 
land, was calculated in the same way as for the privately held arable land.35

Common grazing rights or rights of vaine pâture were not at first included in the original 
survey of 1766, even though they constituted a major part of the regional economy of the 
Ardennes. Luckily, in 1776 the local administration of the Terre de Neufchâteau included a 
count of livestock in the land tax, to raise an extra contribution on households’ use of the 
collective vaine pâture.36 Although the exact local instructions for assessing this tax have been 
lost, earlier research has indicated that it was normal practice in the Ardennes that the count 
included all livestock (horses, cattle and sheep) that had profited from the common pasture 
during the year.37 The tax register of 1776 can easily be linked to the original cadastral forms 
of 1766 as the owners have been indicated by the same number that was put on those original 
sheets. The annual revenue derived from grazing rights was expressed by multiplying the 
market prices of the different types of livestock (horses, cattle and sheep) with the number of 
animals a certain individual had added to the common pasture. This procedure is followed 
because most of the livestock was sold during autumn near the end of each grazing season 
since the livestock economy was largely oriented towards stock-raising for meat consumption 
and not the consumption of by-products such as milk and cheese.38 

In sum, all the different land types and rights are expressed as gross income in the cadastre 
and the livestock tax. These estimates of yearly income included additional costs such as 
tenths, seigneurial contributions, the hiring of labour or the reinvestment of manure or seeds 
that came along with arable farming, stockbreeding or the chopping of wood. However, the 
research results of gross income inequality would not differ all too much from those of net 
income inequality in the case of the eighteenth-century Ardennes. Tithes and seigneurial 
contributions were the same for every owner proportional to the grain production of his or her 
land. Also reinvestment costs for arable and livestock farming were proportional to the extent 
and productivity of an individual’s farming practices. The inclusion of labour costs presents 
the largest possibility of pushing the levels of inequality upward. Only a minority of large 
farms, however, actually hired labourers and servants in the Terre de Neufchâteau. As such, the 
increasing effect of gross income on the calculation of levels of inequality remained modest.

A population census was conducted simultaneously with the cadastre. The census contains, 
per village, a counting of households.39 By reconstructing every household that was domiciled 
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in the Terre de Neufchâteau, this meant that I was able to regroup all individual landowners 
and users on the household level.40 Additionally, this census allowed me to discover those 
households without private land titles or common rights. In many other studies, by contrast, 
historians are not always able to estimate the number of landless households, and therefore 
they risk ending up with estimates of inequality that are artificially low.41 Of the 312 households 
living on the countryside of the Terre de Neufchâteau only 13 households, or four per cent, did 
not possess any private land.42 Eventually, I excluded all the households for which information 
on one or more of the different land rights was missing and for which no reliable estimate of 
total income from land could be calculated. Consequently, 288 of the 312 households of the 
Terre de Neufchâteau were included in the following analysis. 

In order to have a point of reference throughout the entire analysis, I calculated a Gini 
coefficient for total levels of inequality.43 The total annual revenue derived from land of all 
households of the Terre de Neufchâteau was distributed by a coefficient of 0.42, representing 
somewhat low levels of inequality in a situation where the value one expresses complete 
inequality and zero embodies total equality (Figure 1). Yet, considered on its own, this estimate 
does not tell us much. Pre-eminently, it is used for intra-regional comparison. Particularly 
interesting for the Ardennes are the sixteenth-century Gini coefficients for the Campine in the 
Low Countries as reported by Eline Van Onacker and for several communities in Germany by 
Paul Warde.44 Similarly to the Ardennes, these were rural economies with extensive commons. 
The numbers for the former region are close to 0.5 and express inequality in landholding. The 
coefficients for the latter vary between 0.4 and 0.7 and express inequality in taxable wealth. 
However, those estimates do not include the income from the commons and, consequently, 
could still be higher or lower in reality. 

In the sections below, I decomposed this general estimate of 0.42 into different sets of land 
rights with the aim of getting a firm grip on inequality in the Ardennes, each time linking 
them to their economic function and value (Figure 2 and Table 2).45 In every following graph 
and table, I have divided the population of the Terre de Neufchâteau into five equal shares 
or quintiles of the total population, 288 households. All 288 households are included in the 
analysis, also when they did not own or use any share of a certain land right and, thus, 
represent the value of zero. Group one contains the 58 poorest households with between 12,525 
and 123,906 deniers, group two contains 58 households with between 125,093 and 208,347 
deniers, group three contains 58 households with between 211,990 and 309,639 deniers, group 
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f ig u r e  1. Gini coefficient for total income derived from land and its resources in the  
Terre de Neufchâteau: 0.42 (1766–76)

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342-48; AEA, Justices subalternes (010), 2019-20; Archives Générales du Royaume (AGR), 
Comité pour le dénombrement du Luxembourg (I101), no. 65. 
Note: The Gini has been calculated on 288 households of the Terre de Neufchâteau. The formula used to calculate 
the Gini coefficient in this paper is G = (2/(n–1))*Σi(Fi–Qi), where n is the number of households, i is the position 
of each household in the ranking sorted by increased income, the sum goes from 1 to n-1, Fi is equal to i/n, Qi is 
the sum of income of all the individuals comprised between position 1 and i, divided by the total income of all 
individuals. G. Alfani, ‘Economic Inequality’, p. 1067.

f ig u r e  2. Relative importance of different sets of land rights to the total income of individual households 
classified in five equal groups of 20 per cent of the population (median value), Terre de Neufchâteau (1766–76)

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342-48; AEA, 010, nos 2019-20; AGR, I101, no. 65.
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four contains 57 households with between 310,803 and 487,832 deniers and group five contains 
the 57 richest households with between 491,387 and 3,859,142 deniers. In each case, the values 
in the tables express median values per category of land use and/or per social group.

III

The distribution of land that was both privately owned and used (arable land, meadows, 
enclosures) gave rise to income streams that were more unequally distributed than those 
derived from common land uses. The relative importance of these private land types substan-
tially decreased for the total household budgets between the richest and the poorest social 
groups (Figure 2). Moreover, the separate Gini coefficients for privately owned and used 
land (ranging between 0.52 and 0.69) are substantially higher than the one calculated for 
total landed income (0.42) (Table 2). With a Gini of 0.43, gardens appear as an important 
exception to these general observations. The income from gardens contributed 4.5 per cent to 
the household budgets of the poorest group in society, thereafter decreasing swiftly (Figure 2). 
They could have been quite substantial for the cultivation of potatoes, green vegetables or 
beans.46 Yet, for the moment, little more is known about their economic use and they will 
not be studied in detail in this article. Although all land organized by private ownership and 

ta bl e  2. General overview of levels of inequality in the Terre de Neufchâteau,  
subdivided in different sets of land rights (1766–76)

Land rights Gini Households not making use (%)

Arable land 0.52 6.94
Gardens 0.43 10.42
Meadows 0.57 14.24
Enclosures 0.69 24.65
Uncultivated land 0.57 13.54
Firewood rightsa 0.00 2.08b

Rights of essartage 0.00 13.19c

Grazing rights 0.46 9.03

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342-48; AEA, 010, nos 2019-20; AGR, I101, no. 65.
Notes:
a The number of firewood rights differed between the various villages that constituted the totality of the Terre de 
Neufchâteau. However, within every village each household received an equal share of the yearly wood produce 
(see section V). The same accounts for the rights of essartage.
b Two per cent represents two farms leased by the seigneurs, one religious institution and four noble families, all 
with their own specific privileges granted by the seigneurs.
c Several village communities did not possess any terres sartables. Yet again, inter-village differences are not the 
focus of the current analysis. Intra-village differences between households are highlighted. 
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use was substantially more unequally distributed than total income from land, there is still a 
substantial increase in inequality from arable land to meadows and to enclosures. The distri-
bution of arable land used for farming in the Terre de Neufchâteau reached a Gini coefficient of 
0.52 (Table 2). By contrast, the Gini coefficient for meadows is 0.57, already considerably higher. 
With a Gini coefficient of 0.69 the enclosures were even more unequally divided. 

In accordance with the discrepancy between these three Gini coefficients, the group of 
households that was excluded from all incomes was substantially larger for meadows when 
compared to arable land and for enclosures when compared to both arable land and meadows. 
Only seven per cent of all households were completely excluded from the private ownership 
or use of arable land (Table 2). These 20 households were almost all part of the poorest 
income group (Table 3). All other households possessed at least a small plot of arable land. 
Fourteen  per cent, double the number who were completely excluded, did not own or use 
any meadows. Again, almost all of them were among the poorest households (Tables 2 and 
4). The benefits from enclosures only became generally accessible to the third social group 
onwards since almost 25 per cent of the population (41 households in the poorest section and 18 
households in the second social group) did not have ownership or use rights in any enclosures 
(Tables 2 and 4).

Discrepancies between the middle and richest groups were far less considerable for each 
type of land, even though the predominance of the richest 20 per cent of the households is 
undeniable, especially in the case of enclosures. Between the middle and richest classes the 
relative importance of arable land and meadows for the household’s total landed revenues 
increased from around 15 to around 20 per cent, while for the enclosures this was a quadruple 
increase from two to eight per cent (Figure 2). Also, while the richest 20 per cent households 
benefited for around 50 per cent from all revenues derived from arable land and meadows, 
this was already 58 per cent for the enclosures, to the detriment of the poorest households 
(Tables 3 and 4). 

These different levels of inequality rest upon the different economic functions and values of 
these three land types. Arable farming constituted the basic economic activity that provided 
almost all households of the Terre de Neufchâteau with accessible incomes and meagre 

ta bl e  3. The distribution of arable land among the households of the Terre de Neufchâteau, 
classified in five equal groups of 20 per cent of the population (1766–76)

Income 
group

Total 
number of 
households

Number of 
households without 

arable land

Productive 
surface:  

median (ha)

Fallow surface: 
median (ha)

Annual revenue:  
median (deniers)

Share of 
total annual 
revenue (%)

1 58 16 0.04 0.28 180 1.65
2 58 4 0.23 1.26 834 7.64
3 58 0 0.43 2.66 1583 14.50
4 57 0 0.81 4.17 3048 27.93
5 57 0 1.44 7.06 5268 48.27

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342-48; AGR, I101, no. 65.
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subsistence. Yet, the regional arable lands were of such a low economic value that they were only 
of partial or even minor importance to households’ total income from land and the regional 
economy. Indeed, the average household could not survive solely on the arable production 
(largely grain) of its own plots of arable land. In general, a household in the Ardennes needed 
three hectares of arable land to be self-sufficient, 0.67 ha or 23 per cent being productive and the 
remaining laying necessarily fallow.47 By comparison, in the nearby region of Flanders where 
fallow had been largely abolished at that time a household needed only one hectare, or three 
times less land, to feed itself.48 The economy of the Ardennes was indeed conditioned by much 
less fertile soil and each unit of land produced far less cereal than was the case in Flanders. In 
this context, 184 households or 64 per cent of all the households of the Terre de Neufchâteau 
had less than the necessary 0.67 ha of productive arable land to sustain themselves (Table 3). 
They all had to limit themselves to a very small arable output.

These indications of structural shortcomings were confirmed in the industrial survey of 
1764.49 To buy additional grain, the inhabitants of the Ardennes were mainly oriented towards 
Luxembourg city and northern France.50 Only the two richest social classes (based on total 
income derived from land) could sustain themselves solely by means of their own arable 
production as, on average, each household could use 0.81 to 1.44 ha of productive land (Table 3). 
But even these households did not produce substantial surpluses that could be sold on the 
market. As such, commercial arable farming did not exist in the Terre de Neufchâteau in the 
second half of the eighteenth century. 

Meadows and enclosures were used by farmers to cultivate hay to sustain their livestock 
during cold winter months and were, therefore, an integral part of the livestock economy. 

ta bl e  4. The distribution of meadows and enclosures among the households of the  
Terre de Neufchâteau, classified in five equal groups of 20 per cent of the population (1766–76)

Income 
group

Total 
number of 
households

Number of 
households 

without 
meadows

Annual revenue 
meadows: 

median 
(deniers)

Share of 
total annual 

revenue 
meadows (%)

Number of 
households 

without 
enclosures

Annual revenue 
enclosures: 

median 
(deniers)

Share of 
total annual 

revenue 
enclosures (%)

1 58 32 0 0.00 41 0 0.00
2 58 8 756 6.67 18 126 3.49
3 58 1 1764 15.56 9 546 15.12
4 57 0 3024 26.67 2 840 23.26
5 57 0 5796 51.11 1 2100 58.14

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342-48; AGR, I101, no. 65.
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Given their central importance to this economy, the small number of meadows and especially 
enclosures present on the Terre de Neufchâteau (nine per cent of the total surface) were highly 
desired and much higher valued than arable land (cf. above). The internal difference between 
both types of land stems from their differential productivity. Enclosures, small fenced plots of 
land, could be intensely and permanently cultivated while meadows were open plots of land that 
only produced one harvest of hay and functioned as part of the collective vaine pâture for the 
remaining two-thirds of the year.51 Due to their economic value, meadows and enclosures were 
in high demand and particularly concentrated among the better-off peasants. Poor households 
with no possessions of either type of land could only make use of the scarce amounts of hay, of 
poor quality, that they cultivated on their plots of arable land during periods of fallow and the 
vegetation (Fr. genȇt) they collected on common waste land as litter for the animals in winter.

IV

Exactly the opposite of the observations in the previous section applies to commons that 
were permanently open to the exercise of common rights, namely firewood rights and 
rights of essartage. On a yearly basis, these rights allowed all registered households of the 
Terre de Neufchâteau to cut firewood in extended woodland and to cultivate rye and collect 
vegetation for litter on plots of uncultivated land by means of a slash-and-burn technique. In 
the Ancien Régime a household was fully part of the local community when, after marriage, 
the householders owned or rented a separate household or feux à part.52 Eighty per cent of 
the woodland in the Terre de Neufchâteau was used as commons, of which 47 per cent was 
directly owned by the village communities and the remaining 53 per cent was destined as 
seignieurial land (Table 1). The inhabitants of the seigneurie permanently enjoyed two-thirds 
of the fruits of these lordly forests.53 Common terres sartables were completely owned by the 
local communities. The distribution of the income from both types of land in the 1766 cadastre 
is portrayed by a Gini coefficient of zero, representing complete equality (Table 2). 

Compared to the calculations of the other land rights in this analysis, this is a somewhat 
artificial estimate for two reasons. Firstly, between various village communities differences 
could occur given the diverse extent of forests or uncultivated land that the villages of the Terre 
de Neufchâteau owned themselves. For now, however, I put aside these variations between 
villages to emphasize the differences on the household level with median numbers for the 
entire seigneurie. Secondly, there is no concrete survey of the equal shares of firewood rights or 
plots of terres sartables that each household received, as was the case for livestock and private 
land possessions. Rather, the total income from firewood rights or rights of essartage has 
been indicated on the aggregate level of the village communities. Yet, equality in distribution 
between the households can be inferred from other evidence. Indeed the equal distribution 
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of firewood had been dictated since 1754 by a general forest regulation for the entire province 
of Luxembourg. Moreover, in the second half of the eighteenth century, the inhabitants made 
several formal complaints (eventually leading to a lawsuit in 1792–94), whose contents testify 
that the equal distribution of firewood was effectively practised as well. In addition, a survey 
of 1849 for the town of Neufchâteau that was drawn up on the household level again clearly 
indicated that each household in practice received its equal share.54 Additionally, several 
villages testified on the equal distribution of common terres sartables in the surveys that they 
filled in as a preparation for the actual cadastre of 1766.55

On a yearly basis, each household could gather and cut on average a total of seven cordes 
d’Espagne or 15.4 m3 of stacked wood in the forests of the seigneurs and in those of the village 
communities themselves. Although each household received an equal share in the total 
production of bois de chauffage or the cultivation of terres sartables, the relative importance 
of these products for the inhabitants’ total income from land differed immensely between 
the five income classes of the Terre de Neufchâteau. Figure 2 clearly illustrates how the 
importance of firewood in household revenues from land decreased exponentially between 
the poorest group of households and the richest. The gains from firewood rights constituted 
66 per cent of the total income from land in the poorest social class while this was only six 
per cent for the richest group, an enormous difference. Be it on a different scale, the rights 
of essartage were also the most important for the poorest layer of society for which the gains 
constituted seven per cent of their total landed value. Although this may not seem much at 
first, it was in fact their second largest source of income. From the second income group 
onwards, this percentage decreased to less than one per cent of the total landed income of 
the richest 20 per cent of households. 

In addition, the economic use of (fire)wood and slash-and-burn agriculture structurally 
differed between the poorer group of small peasants on the one hand and the medium and 
large-sized farms on the other. In general, the latter group consumed more (fire)wood as it was 
needed to heat larger houses, house several servants, sustain larger numbers of animals (cf. 
below), fence off more land and use more agricultural tools. Not infrequently, these farmers 
hired labourers to cut some of their wood, or rented out their plots of terres sartables to 
poorer peasants. For the richer groups, the produce of the common terres sartables was indeed 
negligible in comparison to their total income derived from land (Figure 2). By contrast, small 
peasants needed far less wood to heat their houses or to perform their economic activities. 
For them, the distribution of firewood ‘represented a precious but illegal resource’ to earn 
a cash income to buy necessary foodstuff such as grain on the market.56 Although officially 
prohibited, wood became an objective of intensive local trade whereby particularly these small 
peasants sold (all) their commons firewood on the market (not least to the regional metal 
industry) and gathered their wood for domestic use through illegal cutting or wood theft.57 
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In order to estimate the importance of common firewood rights to a household budget, I 
compared the market value of the common firewood rights to the market price of grain. In 
the case where a household would sell all of its common firewood on the market, it could buy 
two hl rye or 3.3 hl oats in exchange (Table 5). This constituted around seventeen per cent of 
its yearly grain needs.58 Apart from cutting wood, these smaller peasants spent most of their 
time practising slash-and-burn cultivation. Therefore, the common terres sartables were of vital 
importance. Each household received on average a plot of 0.10 ha on a yearly basis on which 
it could cultivate around 1.29 hl (Table 6). This was eight per cent of their total grain needs. 
In sum, those peasants that sold their common firewood on the market and cultivated at least 
one plot of common terres sartables, could earn approximately a quarter of their yearly grain 
needs by means of these two sets of common rights. Especially for the poorest inhabitants, who 
cultivated the smallest plots of private arable land and bred almost no livestock (cf. infra), these 
profits were crucial for survival. Yet, because the richer households received an equal share of 
the revenues of firewood and common terres sartables, these common rights could not reduce 
general levels of inequality in the village communities.

ta bl e  5. The annual revenue from common firewood rights of the households of the  
Terre de Neufchâteau expressed as hl grain (1766–76)

Annual revenue: median (deniers) 1455
Annual revenue recalculated as hl grain 2 hl rye/3.3 hl oats

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342–48; AEA, Département des Forêts (013), nos 347–1, 351–1, 369–1 and 374–1; AGR, I101, 
no. 65; E. Hélin, ‘Prix des céréales à Luxembourg aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles’, in J. Ruwet et. al. (eds), Marcheé 
ses céréales à Ruremonde, Luxembourg, Namur et Diest aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles (Louvain 1966), p. 194, p. 265.
Note: Each household received on average a total of 7 cordes of wood in the bois seigneuriaux and bois communaux. 
Since each corde had a market value of 216 deniers, 7 cordes of wood were worthy of 1455 deniers. To express 
this value in hectoliters of grain, I used the following information. The price for one bichet (old measure in 
Luxembourg) of Neufchâteau in rye was 141 deniers and the price for one bichet of Neufchâteau in oats was 87 
deniers. One bichet of Neufchâteau equaled 19.44 litres.

ta bl e  6. The annual revenue from common rights of essartage of the households of the  
Terre de Neufchâteau expressed as hl grain (1766–76)

Annual revenue: median (deniers) 150
Productive surface: median (ha) 0.10
Estimate of yearly grain production (hl) 1.29 hl rye 

Source: AEA, 012, nos 342-48; AGR, I101, no. 65; Lokstat, Ghent University, Quetelet Center, from Statistique de 
la Belgique. Agriculture. Recensement général (15 octobre 1846) (Brussels 1850).
Note: I used the estimate of 12.94 hl grain/ha.
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V

Apart from woodland, the majority of land stood at the service of the collective organization 
of livestock breeding. Sixty-seven per cent of the total surface of the Terre de Neufchâteau lay 
(temporarily) fallow and was used as common pasture: arable land, meadows and uncultivated 
land. Of this area, 76 per cent was privately owned and only 23 per cent was owned in common 
by the village communities (Table 1). In this setting, households could only enjoy the majority of 
their individual land by adding livestock to the collective herds. There are very few regulations 
on vaine pâture that can be traced for the Terre de Neufchâteau in the eighteenth century. The 
basis was very simple, however. Every registered household that owned or rented a separate 
house was allowed to add animals to the collective herds. While no maximum number of 
animals per household was defined, as was the case in many other common property regimes, 
the commoners were bound to accept the principle of hyvernage or levancy.59 Because almost 
all livestock for pasturing were counted early in January, households could only add to the 
collective herd those animals that they could stall during winter. This meant that the number 
of animals sent to the communal summer pasture was inherently dependent on the amount 
of hay and additional fodder such as bushes a household had at its disposal, and therefore 
also conditioned by the size of the private holding. Moreover, the commoners of the Terre de 
Neufchâteau had to pay a tax on how many of their animals participated in the vaine pâture. 
These observations taken together, even though the legal access rights to common grazing 
were equally open to every registered household, several practical restrictions facilitated rather 
unequal outcomes for the benefit of medium-sized and large farmers. The following analysis 
strengthens this conclusion by clearly illustrating that common grazing rights were not used 
by all households, let alone in an equal manner. 

The benefits from livestock pastured on common land were distributed among the households 
of the Terre de Neufchâteau by a Gini coefficient of 0.46 (Table 2), expressing a slightly higher 
level of inequality than total levels of landed inequality. The coefficient of 0.46 contains 26 
households or nine per cent of the population that was in practice not able or willing to make 
use of the grazing rights they enjoyed by law. Twenty-four of them were situated within the 
poorest layer of society (Table 7). As such, almost half this group failed to benefit from the 
collective livestock economy, even though half of these families possessed land that they were 
obliged to add to the vaine pâture, which, therefore, put them at a disadvantage. By contrast, 
the merits of the collective herd only really became accessible and profitable from the second 
social group onward, among which only two households did not profit from their grazing 
rights. Especially the three middle groups within society could improve their living conditions 
by taking a larger share in the collective herd than in the total surface used for pasturing. 
The middle group distinguished itself from the groups at the bottom and top of society by its 
share in the total revenue from common grazing rights, which was considerably larger than 
in any other type of landed income. Therefore, with a Gini coefficient of 0.46, grazing rights 
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were more equally distributed than private land titles, which rested on arable land, meadows 
and enclosures (cf. Section III). This number, however, conceals a social reality that was 
characterized by a large discrepancy between a bottom layer of society on the one hand, and 
the middle and rich classes of households on the other. Between these two, the distribution of 
livestock was less unequal than the distribution of private land types.

Even though inequality between the middle and rich income groups decreased when taking 
all grazing rights together, each group generally owned different sorts of livestock (Table 8). 
While the ownership of sheep was dominated by the wealthiest farmers, the middle group of 
households improved its economic position through the ownership of horses and especially 
cattle. The latter was also the most accessible species to the poorest income group. As such, 
the situation in the Ardennes confirms the research results on several other common property 
regimes where the grazing of cattle was more equally practised than the use of sheep, which 
required greater capital investments and, therefore, was reserved for the better-off farmers.60 

Sheep constituted the largest number of beasts in the Terre de Neufchâteau, around 
75 per cent. However, they were of little value, amounting to only 20 per cent of the total 
livestock economy. One sheep had an average market price of 29 deniers, while cattle fetched 
288 deniers and horses, 576 deniers. Therefore, a household had to possess a large number 
of sheep in order to profit commercially from them. Moreover, spacious stables and consid-
erable amounts of fodder were necessary to sustain them during night and winter.61 Under 
these circumstances, only the richest 20 per cent of households sent large numbers of sheep 
to the common pasture land (median number: 81). Together their sheep represented almost 
60 per cent of the entire sheep breeding economy of the Terre de Neufchâteau (Table 8). The 
group of large commercial sheep breeders consisted of 21 households that possessed over 
a 100 sheep. These sheep breeders enjoyed certain privileges that allowed them to let their 
flock graze apart from the collective herd. These herds enjoyed however unlimited grazing 

ta bl e  7. The distribution of common grazing rights among the households of the  
Terre de Neufchâteau, classified in five equal groups of 20 per cent of the population (1766–76)

Income 
group

Total number of 
households

Number of households not 
using their grazing rights

Annual revenue grazing 
rights: median (deniers)

Share of total annual 
revenue grazing rights (%)

1 58 24 288 1.28
2 58 1 2074 9.21
3 58 0 4061 18.03
4 57 1 6192 27.49
5 57 0 9907 43.99

Source: AEA, 010, nos 2019-20; AGR, I101, no. 65.
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upon the common pasture land without having to pay taxes for the collective herd as all the 
other households had to do and without adding their own private property to the collective 
grazing land as even those households without livestock had to do.62 Unsurprisingly then, 
the number of sheep in the possession of the majority of middle-class and poor households 
was much more modest, ranging from zero to 33. In an interregional perspective, a relatively 
large share of the population could still sustain a flock of sheep through the common waste. 
While 86 per cent of households possessed at least one sheep in the Terre de Neufchâteau, 
this was only 32 per cent in the Campine, a rural region with a strong common property 
regime situated on the northern borders of the Southern Low Countries. However, many of 
the smallholder households possessed very few sheep (the majority not more than 20), while 

ta bl e  8. The distribution of sheep, horses and cattle among the households of the  
Terre de Neufchâteau, classified in five equal groups of 20 per cent of the population (1766–76)

Income 
group

Total number of 
households

Number of 
households with  

no sheep

Number of sheep: 
median

Annual revenue 
sheep: median 

(deniers)

Share of total 
annual revenue 

sheep (%)

1 58 30 0 0 0.00
2 58 6 10 274 6.69
3 58 1 19 533 13.03
4 57 2 33 950 23.24
5 57 0 81 2333 57.04

Income 
group

Total number of 
households

Number of 
households with  

no horses

Number of horses: 
median

Annual revenue 
horses: median 

(deniers)

Share of total 
annual revenue 

horses (%)

1 58 52 0 0 0.00
2 58 19 1 576 8.33
3 58 6 2 1152 16.67
4 57 5 4 2304 33.33
5 57 1 5 2880 41.67

Income 
group

Total number of 
households

Number of 
households with  

no cattle

Number of cattle: 
median

Annual revenue 
cattle: median 

(deniers)

Share of total 
annual revenue 

cattle (%)

1 58 28 1 288 2.63
2 58 1 4 1152 10.53
3 58 0 7 2016 18.42
4 57 2 10 2880 26.32
5 57 0 16 4608 42.11

Source: AEA, 010, nos 2019-20; AGR, I101, no. 65.
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in the Campine each household’s flock was considerably larger in size (on average 45).63 The 
relatively small size of the average flock in the Ardennes was largely due to a structural lack of 
good quality pasture. Illustrative for the unequal distribution of sheep is a Gini coefficient of 
0.58. This is considerably higher than the coefficient of 0.46 that takes all the animals together 
and rather joins the range of Gini coefficients measured for the private ownership and use of 
land (cf. Section III). 

Although few in number when compared to cattle and especially sheep (five per cent of all 
animals), the presence of horses in the Terre de Neufchâteau was surprisingly high compared 
with the surrounding regions. The horses of the Ardennes were indeed highly valued for their 
carrying capacity and use for traction and were used in large numbers to transport wood from 
the local forests to its surrounding households, industries and markets.64 Like sheep, horses 
were generally not accessible to the poorest layer of society and even within the second group 
there was a considerable number of households without any horses in their possession; in total 
29 per cent of households could not afford them. By contrast, the third and fourth income 
groups owned on average three horses, not so many fewer than the average of five owned by 
the richest group. Therefore, the Gini coefficient reaches only 0.48, which somewhat fails to 
represent the reality that a third of society did not own any horses. 

Cattle were present in considerably smaller numbers than sheep as they represented only 
20 per cent of the total number of livestock. They were, however, valued higher and contributed 
to almost 50 per cent of the total value of the livestock economy. Moreover, cattle were the most 
commonly used and equally distributed species. The poorest 20 per cent of society generally 
only invested in cattle with a median of one animal per household whereas they did not 
possess any sheep or horses. They would indeed need considerably larger numbers of sheep 
to equal the revenues earned from a limited number of cows. Especially the three middle-
income groups invested in cattle, by which means they could improve their position vis-à-vis 
the wealthiest 20 per cent households. Together, these three groups possessed 55 per cent of 
the cattle, but only 43 per cent of the sheep. Added up, cattle were the most equally distributed 
species. With a Gini coefficient of 0.46 it becomes clear that the breeding of cattle through 
collective grazing had the largest diminishing effect on levels of inequality, more so than horses 
and especially sheep. 

The livestock sector took the largest share in the rural economy of the Terre de Neufchâteau. 
It could potentially constitute an enormous part in the total landed revenue of a household 
and high individual profits could be realized by taking the largest share possible in the 
collective grazing rights. However, following the preceding evidence, this was not the case 
for every household. Table 9 roughly estimates the amount of grain that households could 
buy from the number of animals they raised to illustrate the economic opportunities of the 
Ardennes’ livestock economy, but also the unequal outcomes. Income was almost nothing for 
the households in the poorest category, of which 50 per cent did not participate in the collective 
livestock economy at all. It was precisely these households found themselves with the highest 
need for additional grain stocks since they could only produce a fraction of their yearly grain 
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needs by themselves. The families in the second group could buy, on average, almost a quarter 
of the yearly grain needs (15.84 hl) by means of the yearly income derived from their livestock. 
The households in the most middle group of society could buy almost half of their yearly grain 
needs by selling the animals they raised. For the fourth group, this increased to 70 per cent and 
the richest households in society could sustain themselves completely by buying grain from 
their earnings in the livestock economy.

VI

The results represented in the current article offer a new perspective on our historical 
understanding of the role of the commons in establishing levels of (in)equality. The set of 
sources surveyed in the previous paragraphs provided a unique opportunity to track the 
revenue derived from diverse common rights and, therefore, their real importance to the 
income portfolio of different households. As I already indicated in the introduction to my 
study, these findings concerning the social distribution of common land rights contribute 
to two research domains: studies of rural inequality that are primarily focused on private 
landholding or ownership on the one hand, and the commons on the other. As for the latter, 
I had the exceptional advantage that I could concretize and put numbers on the inequalities 
that had thus far only been studied indirectly through regulations and management practices. 
Importantly, this allowed me to question if and how the distribution of common land rights 
diminished or strengthened existing inequalities in private land use in the Ardennes in the 
second half of the eighteenth century. I compared to what extent the households of the Terre 
de Neufchâteau profited unequally from the common land system, and I differentiated between 
a wide range of land rights, performed within diverse ecological settings (dense woodland, 
extended heathland and open arable fields), regulated by different interest groups and serving 
various economic ends. 

In the current literature, historical access rights are generally grouped in three categories: 
firstly, those communal land systems where access was dependent on land ownership or the 
payment of taxes, secondly, those societies where access was reserved for official residents of 

ta bl e  9. The annual revenue from common grazing rights of the households of the  
Terre de Neufchâteau (classified in five equal groups) expressed as hl grain, net (1766–76)

1 0.4 hl rye or 0.6 hl oats
2 2.9 hl rye or 4.6 hl oats
3 5.6 hl rye or 9.1 hl oats
4 8.5 hl rye or 13.8 hl oats
5 13.7 hl rye or 22.1 hl oats

Source: AEA, 010, nos 2019-20; AGR, I101, no. 65; Hélin, ‘Prix des céréales à Luxembourg’, p. 194, p. 265. 
Note: One sheep had an average market price of 29 deniers, while this was 288 for cattle and 576 for horses. To 
express these values in hectolitres of grain, I used the following information. The price for one bichet (old measure 
in Luxembourg) de Neufchâteau in rye was 141 deniers and the price for one bichet de Neufchâteau in oats was 
87 deniers. One bichet de Neufchâteau equaled 19.44 litres.
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the village community and in third instance access could also be restricted to special clubs 
of households or farmsteads.65 In the Ardennes, the formal rule of ‘residence’ defined access 
rights. However, belonging to the community was no assurance of an equal distribution of the 
benefits of these rights. Looking at use rights instead of access rights, various land rights had 
a differential impact on levels of inequality. I discovered that a distinction can be made on two 
analytical levels: on the one hand the private or common statute of ownership titles compared 
to use rights, and on the other hand the economic value of different land rights, possibly high 
or low. In general, private ownership titles of high economic value were the most unequally 
distributed of all land rights, whereas the opposite was true when more was possessed in 
common and the economic gains at stake were lower. 

The evidence presented above shows that the income from land both owned and used 
completely privately (arable land, meadows and enclosures) was most unequally distributed. 
Within this category, a different degree of inequality could still be observed depending on the 
economic value of a given type of land. Arable land, of poor quality and oriented to self-pro-
visioning, remained relatively accessible to the most needy households. By contrast, meadows 
and especially enclosures that were substantially more valuable strengthened the resources 
of the middle and wealthy groups, to the detriment of the lowest-income group. The system 
of common land use, predominant in the rural economy of the Ardennes, is more difficult 
to categorize. The common use of land tended only to have a strong equalizing effect in the 
case of firewood rights and rights of essartage, which were commons that were permanently 
performed on land that was owned by the village communities or by the seigneurs. These 
common rights clearly provided some meagre subsistence to the bottom groups in society. As 
such, the findings confirm the dominant line in the historiography. 

By contrast, this equalizing impact was nullified or even counteracted in the case of grazing 
rights since the use of these rights was marked by sharp internal inequalities. The poorest 
section in society, in particular, did not participate in the livestock economy, which, conversely, 
served to enrich the middle and wealthy groups. This differential societal role of grazing rights 
can partly be explained by the statute of their ownership titles and their market value. Clearly, 
the interest of the most wealthy farmers was connected to the high economic gains that could 
be earned by means of livestock breeding in combination with the ability of these wealthy 
households to add the largest private possessions to the common pasture. It is not hard to 
imagine that the large farmers aimed to profit as much as possible from their individual landed 
properties while preventing small peasants with almost no land of their own from making 
extensive use of their grazing land. Moreover, a direct link existed between a commoner’s 
capacity to graze animals on the collective summer pastures and his or her individual 
production of hay to bridge the winter months, particularly a monopoly of the better-off 
farmers. In general, the differential impact on income inequality of common firewood rights 
and rights of essartage on the one hand and grazing rights on the other supports a distinction 
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often to be found in literature between ‘common land possessions’ and ‘common use rights 
performed on private land’. Whereas the former was relatively accessible to broad layers in 
society, the latter were often monopolized by the richest farmers and landowners.66

With an eye on the larger picture, and on the prospect for future research, I hope to have 
indicated most of all the importance of fully including the commons when analysing pre-in-
dustrial rural inequality. The original evidence that I have presented above confirms that 
commons were not institutions that generally and automatically improved equality among 
rural societies. Rather substantial differences existed not only between community members 
and outsiders, but equally so between the commoners themselves. The research case of the 
Ardennes has laid bare how various common rights could simultaneously provide essential 
incomes to the poorest households and sustain substantial inequalities with the middle and 
rich social classes. These internal inequalities should ideally be observed by extending our 
research scope from formal access rights to the actual use of these rights. 


