#168
The Middle Ages: Feudalism and Manorialism

Last class we began to learn about feudalism during the Middle Ages.  We saw first-hand how feudalism worked.  Feudalism was BOTH a governmental and a social system.  Today, we will learn more about how government and society was organized under the feudal system in medieval Europe.  We will also learn about the economic ($) system in medieval Europe.  Do you know the difference between a governmental system and an economic system?  What type of governmental system do we have in the United States?  What type of economic system do we have? 

Feudalism


Feudalism is a political and social system in which a more powerful person offered protection to a less powerful person in return for military service.  Feudalism was based on personal agreements among individuals.  This loose system of government was very different from the strong centralized government that existed in Rome before the Middle Ages.  During this time, groups of Muslims, Viking Warriors, and other smaller groups were invading Europe.  All of these invasions caused disorder and suffering throughout Europe.  Since there was no central ruler protecting the people from invasions, people chose to trust local rulers instead.  Local rulers established their own armies and offered protection to the people in return for their military service.  This is very different from having one central ruler with one huge army.  


Feudalism was based on personal agreements among individuals.  Everyone had a role to play based on their social status.  Everyone had a well-defined place in medieval society.  People were born into their social positions and there was little chance of moving beyond them.  (Where else have we seen this type of strict social hierarchy?)  People in the higher classes were called nobles.  The nobility (higher classes) consisted of the kings and queens, greater lords, lesser lords, and knights.  All of these nobles controlled the land and power.  The lower class of peasants, who made up the bulk of the population, worked the land and served the nobles.  The clergy (religious leaders) were also highly respected, due to the fact that the Christian Church dominated life during the Middle Ages.  
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I. Feudal Responsibility:  Feudalism was a loosely structured political system in which powerful lords (nobles) owned large sections of land.  They divided their land into estates called fiefs, which were given to lesser lords called vassals.  Vassals pledged their loyalty and military support to their lords in return for this land.  

II. Knighthood:  Because people in medieval Europe were often at war, many nobles trained to become knights, or warriors.  They practiced strict discipline and learned how to ride horses well and handle weapons skillfully.  In addition, knights were bound by a code of conduct known as chivalry. This code required them to be brave, loyal and true to their word. The code also required knights to protect women.  Basically, it required them to good, considerate, and courteous men.  Chivalry has become a common word today.  Do you know anyone who shows chivalry or is chivalrous?  What actions would be considered chivalrous in today’s society?

III. Role of Noblewomen:  Women played an active role in feudal society.  A “lady” was in charge of her husband’s estate (property) while he was away serving his lord in battle.  She was responsible for all household affairs including the raising of children.  In preparation for their adult role, girls received training in household arts such as spinning, weaving, and the management of servants.  However, women had limited inheritance rights, since most possessions went to the eldest son. 
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In theory, feudal relationships were like a pyramid, with the king at the top and lords in the middle, each of whom served a lord of the next higher rank.  Those of a higher rank offered a fief (land) and protection from invaders.  In return, those of a lower rank promised to be loyal to their lord and to fight in their lord's military. 

Manorialism


The basis for medieval economy was manorialism. The wealth of a feudal lord came from the labor of the peasants who lived on and worked the lord’s land (or manor).  By the Middle Ages, economic life across Europe centered around a system of agricultural production called manorialism.  

Manorialism was an economic ($) system that was structured around a lord's manor (meaning their estate, their land).  The pieces of land, called manors, often included one or more villages and the land surrounding them.  Under the manorial system, each group in society had a place; each also had certain rights and responsibilities. 

I. Peasants: Most of the peasants who lived on the estates or manors were serfs.   Serfs were not slaves, but they were bound to the land.  They could not leave the estate without the lord’s permission. For peasants, life on the manor was difficult and often harsh.  Peasant men, women, and children worked long hours, and few peasants lived past the age of 35.  In spite of such hardship, peasants shared a belief in Christianity, which held their lives together.  Their celebrations – marriages, births, and holidays such as Christmas and Easter – were centered in the Christian Church.  

II. Mutual Responsibilities:  Serfs farmed the lord’s land and did other work such as repairing roads and fences.  In return for the service provided by peasants, the lord provided them with the use of several acres of land to farm.  The lord was also supposed to protect them during times of war. Although the manorial system lacked freedom and opportunity for most people, it did create a stable and secure way of life during a violent and uncertain time.

Summary:

Feudalism and the manor system were both based on mutual responsibility.  In feudalism, nobles owed duties to each other.  In the manor system, nobles and peasants provided benefits to each other based on exchange of land and protection. 







