Labor and Property in Rural Societies

This chapter covers the distribution of labor and property in rural societies during the 1500s – 1800s, which is commonly called the post-classical period.  It sets to document certain documents that review three geographically separated areas, central Europe, Southeast Asia and southwestern Africa.  Rural societies “…were largely illiterate, and the groups there were literate in their societies – priests, scribes, government officials, chroniclers – were not interested in the day-to-day life of rural people as long as they supplied the necessary food and other products for city residents and provided soldiers and military support for the needs of rulers.” [62] That being said there is not a lot of historical documents to support a thesis, however there are a few letters written from government sources mostly back to their home office.  These letters are looking from the outside of a society that they don’t understand.  For an example in 1719 Peter Kolb referred to the Khoikhoi as Hottentots, a word has an uncertain origin but has an insulting meaning in contemporary South Africa.  There were a few documents that depicted how property was to be distributed upon someone’s death.  Generally these documents were written by town’s folk that had time to tend to such matters.

One such document from the 16th – 17th century the Le Code in Vietnam explains that “when a father and mother have died intestate [leaving no will] and left land, the brothers and sisters who divide the property among themselves shall reserve one-twentieth of this property to constitutes the huong hoa [incense and fire] property which shall be entrusted to the eldest brother.” [69]  Another document from the law code of the Territory of Salzburg, Austria talks about if parents have legitimate children then these children inherit all landed properties and movables equally amongst each other.  The document does not say anything about il-legitimate children, which leads me to believe that they did not have any rights to an inheritance.  However it does say that women who are not married shall have a guardian to advise in all matters.  Peter Kolb wrote to his home office about the inheritance matters in Cape of Good-Hope.  He explained that the eldest son inherits all of his father’s estate, unless the eldest son is married before his father dies.  Then all married males inherit equally, unless the younger sons are unmarried, then it is left up to the eldest to distribute the wealth according to the fathers wishes.  “The daughters have rarely any portion at all.”  

The distribution of labor is depicted in a letter from William ten Rhyne about the Cape of Good-Hope.  He describes how sword-lilies have multiple purposes but “these are dug up by the women, for it is the women who provided food for the men; the men look after the huts and the herds, or else are occupied in war.” [74] Johann Jacob Grǖmbke’s description of Harvesting in Rǖgen states “It is an entertaining view when one sees a row of 12, 16, or 20 strong men swinging scythes according to the beat that the front reaper sets … Binding, piling into heaps, and loading the grain is normally done by women” [81]

  I found it funny, in the Law Code of the Territory of Salzburg, how it describes wages for servants.  This Law Code does not set a minimum wage but a maximum wage.  In most cases money is to be paid but also cloth pants and shoes.  The cloth pants and shoes must have been a part of their uniforms.
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