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Arising during a period of collapsing authority, feudalism attempted to provide some order and security. It was not a planned system, but an improvised response to the challenge posed by ineffectual authority. Feudal practices differed from town to town, and barely worked in some places. It was barely a means of government, but it brought some order, justice, and law during an era of none of these. It would remain the political system until the High and Late Middle Ages. It contributed to Western notions about honor, gentlemen, and romantic love. It laid the groundwork for the principle of limiting a king’s power, and the practice of parliamentary government. Feudalism was built on an economic foundation known as a manorialism. Although some peasantry remained free, a village consisting of serfs bound to the land became the essential agricultural arrangements for much of the Middle Ages. These villages were the means of organizing an agricultural society with limited markets and money. Neither lords nor priests did economic work. Their ways of life were made possible by serfs. Manorialism and feudalism gave a stable social order: clergy who prayed, lords who warred, and peasants who toiled. People believed that society functioned well when people accepted their jobs. A person’s rights, duties, and relationship to the law depended on his ranking in the social order. And no one, even serfs, should be deprived of their rights associated with their rank. Feudal relationships enabled lords to increase their strength. The need for military support was the main reason for the practice of vassalage, in which a knight pledged loyalty to a lord. This derived from an ancient German ceremony. Among other things, the vassal gave military service to his lord and received a fief in return, which was usually land sufficient to support his needs. The fief was inhabited by peasants, and the crops they raised the vassal’s means of support. Besides military assistance, the vassal had to sit in the lord’s court and judging cases, providing lodging when the lord traveled through his territory, giving a gift when the lord’s family had a special occasion, and raising a ransom should the lord be captured. Both lord and vassal felt honor-bound to abide by the vassal’s oath. It became a custom for a vassal to renounce his loyalty if the lord mistreated him. Similarly, the lord could kill or strip the vassal of his lands if the vassal didn’t live up to his contract. Sometimes lord/vassal disputes became wars. As feudalism evolved, the king became regarded as the chief lord, who gave out land to great lords, who divided those for vassals. Thus, all members of the ruling class occupied a place in the hierarchy. In theory, the king was the highest, but in actual fact he was often less powerful. Feudalism would decline when kings converted their theoretical powers into real ones. This decline was a gradual one. Feudal law was very different from Roman law. Roman law was universal and rational. Feudal law was local and personal. In the Roman view the citizen owed obligations to the state, whereas under feudalism, a vassal owed loyalty to a lord according to the terms of their agreement. In the feudal view, lords and kings were guided by tradition, not law. Therefore, feudal patterns of landownership, military service, and wardship came to be regarded as an inviolable custom. If the vassal believed that the lord broke their agreement, he would demand restoration of customary rights. Lords battled each other, believing they were defending their rights. Similarly, they did to the kings what the vassals did to them. Feudal lords viewed manual labor as degrading for men of their rank. They considered only the occupation of warrior to be worthy. Through combat, a lord demonstrated his valor. Warfare was his whole purpose in life. During the 12th century, nobles had tournaments in which knights battled each other to prove their skills. The victors gained prestige. The feudal glorification of combat became deeply ingrained in Western society, and still exists. Over the centuries, chivalry evolved for the feudal nobility. A true knight was expected to fight bravely, demonstrate loyalty, and treat other knights with respect. In time, the church put a religious element into the culture of the feudal knights. It sought to use the spirit of the feudal class for Christian ends: knights could assist the clergy in enforcing God’s will. Thus, a Christian component was added. As a Christian gentleman, a knight was expected to honor the church laws. He was supposed to protect weak and defend the church against heretics. The very ceremony of knighthood was placed within a Christian framework. Regarding the private warfare, the church in the 11th century imposed strictures called the Peace of God and the Truce of God. These limited warfare to certain times. Thus, the church tried to regulate warfare. It was only partially effective though. Feudal society was a man’s world. Women were deemed to be inferior to men. Fathers arranged their marriages, generally at the age of 16 to a man twice as old. If she angered her husband, she could be beaten. Although the church taught that men and women were equal, church tradition also regarded women as agents of the devil. In Mary, Christians had an alternative image of women to the image suggested by Eve. Aristocratic girls who did not marry often entered a convent. The nunneries provided an outlet for the talents of these women. Abbesses demonstrated organizational skills. Some nuns acquired an education and copied manuscripts. The nun Hroswitha of Gandersheim, in Germany, produced poetry, history, and plays. She wrote six dramas along with a history of German rulers and one of her own convent. However, establishment of schools and universities was only for men. As the lady of the castle, she performed duties. She assigned tasks to the servants, made medicines, preserved food, taught young girls how to sew, spin, and weave, and took charge of the castle when her husband was away. If the lord was taken prisoner, she raised the ransom to pay for his release. Sometimes she put on armor and went to war. For amusement, noblewomen enjoyed chess and other board games, played instruments, or embroidered tapestries. A lady might also join her husband on the hunt. 


