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The revival of trade signaled a growing vitality in Christendom. Another sign was the greater order and security provided by the emergence of states. While feudalism fostered a Europe that was ruled by many lords, the church envisioned a Christian commonwealth, Resupiblica Christiana, governed by an emperor who was counseled by the pope. During the High Middle Ages, this ideal seemed close to fruition. Never again would Europe possess such spiritual unity. However, other forces were moving Europe in another direction. Aided by educated and trained officials who enforced the law, tried people in courts, and collected taxes, kings expanded their territory and slowly fashioned strong governments. Gradually, subjects began to transfer their loyalty from the church to the king. These developments laid the foundations of the European states. Not all regions followed the same pattern. England and France achieved a lot of unity during the Middle Ages, but the areas that later became Germany and Italy stayed divided, with lots of independent territories. After the Romans abandoned England in the 5th century, the Germanic Angles and Saxons invaded the island and established many kingdoms. In the 9th century, the Danes conquered most of it. But the Saxon kingdom of Wessex, ruled by Alfred the Great (871-899), survived. Alfred strengthened his army and built a fleet. He founded a palace school to stop the decline of learning. He studied Latin and translated many works. His descendants gradually regained the land and reestablished Anglo-Saxon control over England. In 1066, the Normans defeated the Anglo-Saxons in the battle of Hastings and became masters of England. William the Conqueror (1027-1087), duke of Normandy, determined to keep control of England, kept a sixth of it for himself. In accordance with his feudal practice, he distributed the rest of the land among his nobles, who swore oaths to him and provided him with military assistance. William made sure no baron had enough land or soldiers to threaten his power. The Norman conquest replaced the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy with a Norman one, but strengthened the king’s position. To tighten control, William retained some Anglo-Saxon practices. The land remained divided into shires, administered by sheriffs. This structure gave the king control over the government. William ordered a census to see how much money he could demand. These data are recorded into the Domesday Book. Thus, William knew what the assets of his kingdom were. Because he conquered England in one stroke, his successors did not have to travel the long road to unity that the French monarchs had to take. When Henry I became king in 1100, England had conflicting baronial claims and legal traditions, which barred unity. These traditions included Anglo-Saxon law, feudal law from the Normans, church law, and the commercial law. During the reigns of Henry I (1100-1135) and Henry II (1154-1189), royal judges traveled to different parts of the kingdom. Important cases began to be tried in the king’s court, thereby increasing royal power. The decisions of judges were recorded and used as guides for future cases. In this way, a common law to the whole land gradually came to prevail over the customary law of a locality. Because common law applied to all of England, it served as a force for unity. It also provided a fair justice system. Common law remains the foundation of the English legal system. Henry II made an early form of trial by jury a regular procedure, laying the foundations of the modern judicial system. Twelve men familiar with the case came to the king’s justices and were asked in the plaintiff’s statement was true. Based on their answers, the justices made their decisions. Henry II also ordered representatives of a locality to report under oath to visiting judges any person who was suspected of murder or robbery. The Exchequer, the royal accounting office, was formed during the reign of Henry I. Its officials saw to the collection of royal taxes. Like the judges, these officials formed a class of professional administrators who were loyal to the king. King John (1199-1216) precipitated a situation that led to another step in the political development of England. Losing a war with France, John coerced his vassals into giving him more revenue; he had also punished some of them without a proper trial. In 1215, the barons rebelled and compelled John to fix his seal to a document called the Magna Carta, or Great Charter. The Magna Carta is celebrated as the root of the unique English respect for rights and liberties. Although essentially a feudal document, it stated certain principles that eventually could be interpreted more widely. Over the centuries, these were expanded to protect the liberties of the English. It stated that the king could not levy taxes without the consent of Parliament, the governmental body that represents the English people. It also stated that there should be a guarantee of trial by jury for all men, a prohibition against arbitrary arrest, and a commend to dispense justice fully, freely, and equally. Also implied in it is the idea that the king cannot rule as he pleases, but must govern according to the law and not even he can violate the law. Anglo-Saxon England retained the Germanic tradition that the king should consider the advice of the leading men in the land. Later, William continued this practice by seeking the advice of nobles and bishops. In the 13th century, it became custom that the king should not decide major issues without the help of these advisers, who assembled in the Great Council. Townspeople were also summoned to meet with the king. These two groups were eventually called the House of Lords, and the House of Commons. Thus had the English Parliament evolved, and by the mid-14th century, it had become a permanent institution. Frequently in need of money, but unable to levy the taxes without Parliament’s consent, the king had to turn to it for help. Parliament used this control over money to enhance its power. The tradition grew that the power to govern rested with the king and Parliament together. During the Middle Ages, England became a centralized and unified state. But the king did not have infinite power; he was not above the law. The rights of the people were protected by certain principles. In the 150 years after Charlemagne’s death, the western part of his empire faced terrible ordeals. His heirs fought one another for the crown, the Vikings raided everywhere, the Muslims from Spain plundered the southern coast, and strong lords usurped power for themselves. With the Carolingian family unable to keep the throne, the lords bestowed the title of king on one of their own. In 987, they chose Hugh Capet (987-996), the count of Paris. Because many lords held territories larger than Hugh’s, he did not seem a threat to noble power. But he strengthened the French monarchy by having the lords also elect his son as his coruler. This practice continued, until it became a monarchy. With the accession of Louis VI (1108-1137), a 200 year period of increasing royal power began. He started this by subduing the barons. A decisive figure in the expansion of French royal sway was Philip Augustus. He struck successfully at King John, who held more territory in France than Philip did. By stripping John of his French lands, he trebled the size of his kingdom and became stronger than any French lord. When William conquered England in 1066, his grandson, Henry, acquired much of southern France through his marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine, perhaps the most powerful medieval queen. First married to Louis VII, she reigned as queen of France for 15 years and had even gone with him on the Second Crusade. This marriage was annulled in 1152, and then she married Henry II. She bore eight children, among them Richard the Lion-Hearted and John, both of whom became kings of England. Thus, as a result of the Normal Conquest and intermarriage, the destines of France and England were closely intertwined throughout the Middle Ages. Louis IX (1226-1270) was perhaps the best-loved French monarch of the Middle Ages. He issued ordinances for the entire realm without seeking his vassals’ consent. One ordinance prohibited private warfare. Another promoted nationwide circulation of coins. These ordinances furthered royal power and promoted order. Under Louis IX and his successors, the power of the French monarch continued to grow. Kings added to their lands by warfare and marriage; they devised new ways of raising money, including taxing the church. A particularly effective way of increasing power was by extending royal justice. In the 13th century, the king’s court, the parlement, became the highest court in France. Quarrels between the king and his vassals were resolved there, many cases previously tried in lords’ courts were tried there too. Moreover, lords no longer had the last say on legal questions. At the beginning of the 14th century, Philip IV engaged in a struggle with the papacy. Seeking to demonstrate that he had his subjects’ support, he summoned the representatives of the church, the nobility, and the townspeople to meet in a national assembly, the Estates General. This assembly would be called again to vote funds for the crown. The Estates General never became an important body in French political life, and never succeeded in controlling the monarch. By the end of the Middle Ages, French kings had succeeded in creating a unified state. 


