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Many scholars have labeled medieval cities as ‘free havens’, where the anonymity of city dwellers allegedly allowed greater liberty for individuals to live their lives with fewer constraints linked to moral codes of conduct and family ties. Moreover, as the multiple and competitive levels of authority could not always easily be adjusted to each other, social control by authorities tended to become less strict (Dumolyn, Stabel). Gaps in legislation and juridical authority allowed people sometimes even to navigate the law to their own advantage. Hence, it is no wonder that in the eyes of many (religious) moralists and commentators cities were imagined as places of debauchery (Stabel, Gauvard, Spierenburg). However, scholars as Katherine Lynch and Gervase Rosser have argued the contrary, stating that the many urban associations and social networks citizens belonged to (and acting as a stand-in for the more distant family) also exerted a coercive function, regulating, determining and controlling the lives of their fellow city dwellers. Still, it remains largely unclear how behaviour, especially sexual and violent behaviour was regulated and by who. Therefore, this session focuses on sexual behaviour (in the juridical sources often linked to violence). The following issues will be addressed: what was the accepted sexual standard (i.e. accepted sexual behaviour) and how and by who was this standard regulated? Did competing juridical authority lead to less or to more control. How did sexual standards differ according to the various social groups present in the city (from settled bourgeois to prostitutes). And finally to what extent was urban society self-regulatory: did kin, neighbours, craft guilds, fraternities and other associations evoke and employ a notion of honour to keep their fellow citizens in line or did citizens adopt norms imposed by the authorities? Juridical documents as pardon letters, civil court cases and church court records have proven to be useful sources for this research. The juridical discourse not only contains the sexual norms of the late-medieval period but also enlightens how deviant sexual behavior was reprimanded and how city dwellers had to answer for their sins. 

Practical details
Abstracts up to 500 words, including title, name, affiliation and contact details have to be submitted by May 10th 2013 to Tineke Van de Walle (Tineke.vandewalle@ua.ac.be) or Anke De Meyer (anke.demeyer@ua.ac.be ) and should indicate how the content of the paper relates to the session outlined above. Accepted papers will be sent, together with this session proposal, to the organizers of the European Social Science and History Conference (Vienna, 23-26 April 2014). Further information concerning the conference can be found on the website http://esshc.socialhistory.org/esshc-vienna-2014
