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FEUDALISM: INTERPRETATIVE CATEGORY OR FRAMEWORK 

OF LIFE IN THE MEDIEVAL WEST? 

John 0. Ward 

As a term of some utility in describing political, social and 
economic institutions, 'feudalism' still has considerable currency 
beyond the field of the medieval European West.l Nevertheless, 
its use by historians of the medieval West suggests widespread 
disagreement over its essential implications, and betrays a tendency 
to concentrate discussion no longer on the term itself, or on a 
generalised notion of a 'feudal' society, but upon the various discrete 
institutions, social practices and customs that make up the medieval·· 
societies historians were once happy enough to call 'feudal'. The 
present review of scholarly usage in regard to 'medieval feudalism' 
contains two parts. In the first, I illustrate the various often 
overlapping and competing meanings that historians since the 
turn of the century have ascribed to the terms 'feudal' and 
'feudalism', and in the second I offer some comments on this 
diversity of opinion.2 

The list of authors surveyed below is very selective, and is 
weighted in favour of those who write about France and England. 
My intention has been to isolate not a succession of watertight 
definitions of feudalism in the writings selected, but to spotlight 
the aspects of feudalism or feudal society emphasised in each 
scholar's discussion. Sometimes a scholar's name will appear under 
more than one of my 'foci'. This means that the scholar's views 
changed, or else that his/her conception of feudalism was broad 
enough to appear under more than one heading. 

I. VARIETIES OR FOCI OF FEUDALISM 

FOCUS I emphasises feudalism as a question of 'ties of 
dependence' or vassalage between man and man. Seen in this 
sense feudalism can characterise a disintegrating polity, or else 
it can form an important aspect of political reconstruction, 
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emphasising, for example, the links between kings and their greater 
subjects. Defined in terms of political power, feudalism is best 
located under a later focus. The key feature under the present 
heading is simply the subordination or 'commendation' of freemen 
to other freemen. The stress here is on a reciprocal relationship 
and both Roman and Germanic origins are posited. By focusing 
on this aspect of social relations Alfons Dopsch and D.H. Green 
can speak of 'Merovingian feudalism': they emphasise the status 
and rite of commendation of one freeman to another. This focus, 
which Fourquin seems, for example, to subscribe to, would include 
Anglo-Saxon thegnship, the Merovingian antrustio and other 
relationships not normally thought of as 'feudal'. 3 

What is the best term to comprehend this notion of 'feudalism'? 
'Feudalism' itself is hardly appropriate because its root word, 
emphasising the land/fee/feodum element rather than the tie 
of dependence itself, is late (eleventh century).4 'Vassalage' too 
is not apt: the term 'vassal', from a demeaning Celtic word, means 
'slave' until at least the seventh century A.D. 'Homage relationship' 
fares no better: the word for 'homage' does not come into currency 
until c.1020 A.D.+.5 For similar reasons Maitland's 'vassalism•6 
and the German 'vassallentum' are inappropriate. If one were 
to adopt coined words, the German 'privatgefolgschaften' or 'private 
followership', emphasising a retinue-based polity ('retinueism') 
would come to mind, even though it refers to the phenomenon 
in rather general terms.7 'Chivalry', it might be noted, is an 
acceptable, though late, term to define the ideology of 
retinue-followers, but its root element emphasises the role of 
the horse which is problematic before the Carolingians.8 

This 'focus', it should be stressed, does not consider the 'fief' 
to be crucial. An often used illustration is the act of 'homage' 
which Duke Tassilo performed before King Pippin in 757 A.D. 
The important passage, in the translation provided by Brian Pullan9 
runs: 

King Pippin held his court [placitum] with the Franks 
at Compiegne; and to that place came Tassilo, Duke of 
the Bavarians, and he commended himself into vassalage 
by his hands [se commendans in vasatico per manus], and 
swore many, indeed numberless oaths, placing his hands 
on relics of saints. And he promised to be faithful to King 
Pippin and his aforesaid sons, the lords Charles and Carloman, 
as by law a vassal [vassus] of right intentions and steadfast 
loyalty ought to do, and as a vassal ought to be towards 
his lords. 

The famous advice of Bishop Fulbert of Chartres to William Duke 
of Aquitainel 0 can also be cited here. Cantor's equation of 
'feudalism' with 'lordship',ll seen as the domination outside the 
family of one man over another, is, of course, far too broad to 
be of much use, but fits my first 'focus'. 

This concept of feudalism has been specifically criticized, 
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for example by Bosl, who, following Kuhn, says that the notion 
of 'loyal followership' based on commendatio-vassalage was not 
evident in the Germanic comitatus (the classic 'locus' for most 
historians) but was a construct of the early church.l2 Early 
Germans, like later Germans, always emphasised the proprietary 
rather than the personal aspects of the lands and people available 
to them. 

FOCUS Il is consonant with this last position and defines 
feudalism as a 'system' of 'fief-holding•.l3 The term 'fevum' 
meaning land, appears, according to research, first in 899 A.D.14 
The term 'feodum', meaning land, but used in contexts not always 
involving notions of vassal tenure, appears in Germany in the 
early 1000's and in France and England by the end of that century. 
This focus sees feudalism as the social, legal, political relations 
consequent upon the institution of the 'fief', defined as land held 
in conditional rather than absolute tenure, that is, upon condition 
of the provision of service. Stentonl5 and Haskins16 saw feudalism 
thus defined as the cornerstone of the Norman conquest of England. 
Ganshof writes, 'The fief, if not the cornerstone, was at least 
the most important element in the graded system of rights over 
land which this type of society involved•.l7 This notion stresses 
feudalism as a system of proprietary landed rights and is derived 
in the main from legal and judicial records or discussions: court 
r·olls, charters, laws, custumals, inquests, Exchequer records, 
Pipe rolls, legal treatises (e.g •. Glanville) etc. Strayer's 'stage 
two' feudalism fits this conception.l8 The following example 
given by Stenton,19 illustrates the kind of situation that~ gave 
rise to systematic legal frameworks, arising from a succession 
of court cases, that some historians prefer to see as 
'feudalism': 

c.l150 
A legal suit at the end of Stephen's reign concerning disputed 
land, held in the court of William of Roumara, Earl of Lincoln 
(C) and the lord of 

Roger of Benniworth (A) 
Peter of Goxhill (B) 

Disputed land is pl, which includes land of Gervase of 
Halton (D). 
F in 1086 was the fee held of Ivo Taillebois by Odo of 
Benniworth, grandfather of (A): 
Judgement: 
(D) shall hold his land half of (A) and half of (B). The latter 
will hold his half of (A) who will hold of (C) 
(A) is recognised as the rightful heir of Fl by (B) and (A). 
(A) and (B) have agreed to acquire Fl 'by their common 
power and their common money'. 



Feudal Frameworks in the West 43 

[N.B. A subsequent settlement 
renegotiated these terms: 
(D) was to hold all his land 
in his lifetime as he had always 
held it, and after his death, 
his land would be held half 
by (A) and half by (B)] 

The Land: (schematic only) 
Stenton: 'here, for once, we are brought into the authentic 
atmosphere of feudalism'. 
Notes: at time of suit neither (A) nor (B) were in seisin 
of any part of the estate at issue. It is not known whether 
(B) had any claim by inheritance to a share in this fee. 
Roger [(A)] is described in the document as being 'put in 
seisin of the service of Gervase'. 
Homage is performed by (B) to (A). (B) is said to hold of 
(A) 'in fee and inheritance' (in feodo et hereditate, i.e. 
he can bequeath it to his heirs). The actual share of land 
between (A) and (B) depends on who puts up the most money 
(until it is paid off or back to the one whose share of money 
put up was the greater). Tenures held in chief of (C) by 
(A) and (B) are exempted from this accord, i.e. those they 
held on the day of accord (i.e., separate from the disputed 
lands). 

This focus alone deserves the appellation 'feudalism' in the sense 
of a system of elaborated doctrines and procedures based upon 
a notion of land tenure bound up with the institution of the feudum 
or 'fee'. 

FOCUS III maintains that the defining characteristic of 
'feudalism' is the union of benefice and vassalage. In this sense 
'feudalism' could be described as a system or doctrine of 'beneficiary 
service', that is, the provision/acquisition of service consequent 
upon receipt/bestowal of a beneficium, which, like its successor 
the feudum or fief, creates a relationship of dependence between 
giver and receiver.20 In this classic formulation, 'feudalism' becomes 
evident in the Carolingian period. At that time the crown, anxious 
to secure specific military and administrative service, granted 
land in benefice and progressively specified the service required 
as a condition of the tenure of the benefice. By the end of 
Charlemagne's reign, for example, a benefice of 12 mansi imposed 
on a vassal the duty of serving the crown on horseback with the 
full equipment of a heavily armed 'knight•.21 Carolingian 



44 Feudalism 

legislation, however, reveals this dependent tenure to have been 
precarious and easily eroded, that is, it was in no sense part of 
a normal, 'established' system. The legislation reveals a close 
link between the notions of benefice and vassalage, but Ganshof 
fails to provide proof of any 'legal' connection. In fact, in a 
Carolingian capitulary regarding diffidatio, there is no mention 
of a fief or benefice: 

Supposing anyone wishes to leave his lord22 and can prove 
him guilty of one of the following offences: firstly, that 
his lord has attempted to reduce him wrongfully to servitude; 
secondly, that he has given him advice dangerous to his 
life: thirdly, that the lord has committed adultery with 
the vassal's wife; fourthly, that he has wilfully attempted 
to kill him with a drawn sword, fifthly, it shall be lawful 
for the vassal to leave his lord if the lord has failed to 
defend him, when capable of doing so, after the vassal 
has commended himself by placing his hands within the 
lord's.23 If the lord has committed any of these five offences 
against his vassal, it shall be lawful for the vassal to leave 
him.24 

The links between benefice and service are also inexplicit: a 'vassal' 
holding honores/beneficia who fails to attend a placitum or military 
campaign, may lose the honor/benefice, but as often as not the 
punishment is a fine or forfeit of allodial property.25 It is not 
until 868 A.D., and then as something of a novelty, that we find 
reference to a beneficium propter militiam and then nothing specific 
is outlined and the context is clerical: a high clergyman is speaking 
and the benefices are church ones.26 

The situation in Carolingian times is, in fact, far from clear 
or 'legal'. The ruler is simply trying to capture various institutions 
and customs for his own use and advantage (oath of fealty, benefice, 
vassalage), but they are not legally interconnected and do not 
add up to a 'system'. 

FOCUS IV ('feudal militarism') considers the crucial feature 
of feudalism to be the provision of knightly military service as 
a consequence of and on the basis of tenure of land. Cronne27 
writes: 'It is usual, and rightly so, to make specialised military 
service the touchstone of feudalism for through it all else was 
drawn into focus.' Stephenson expresses this focus thus: 'Feudal 
tenure was originally military because the original vassalage was 
a military relationship'.28 I will comment on this focus later. 

FOCUS Va ('centrifugalism/baronialism') sees feudalism as 
a method of 'de facto government', a kind of 'parcellated' or 
'segmented' pseudo-public authority, at its height in the tenth 
and eleventh centuries, or in periods of collapsed centralisation. 
Relevant here are such historians as Dopsch,29 Previte-Orton,30 
Stenton (Henry II quietly works against this 'practice' of 
'government' and re-establishes central justice, the cornerstone 
of the 'new monarchy', an anti-feudal monarchy)31, Mitteis 
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('contractual' versus 'bureaucratic' (=modern) government32, 
Barraclough (Germany after, and as a result of the Investitute 
Controversy, is 'feudal')33 Boutruche, 34 Hajdu (the period of 
the castellanies in Poitou),35 Vicens Vives,36 MacKay,37 Richardson 
and Sayles,38 Petit-Dutaillis39 and La Monte.40 A somewhat 
specialised aspect of this notion of feudalism is found in Strayer's 
1956 article4 : the fief introduced into lord/man relations does 
not inevitably create a feudal relationship. It is only when rights 
of government (justice) are attracted to lordship and fiefs that 
we can speak of fully developed feudalism in western Europe ('stage 
1' feudalism, lOth and 11th centuries). Strayer's 1965 book is 
a slight variant of this. 42 Bisson's distinction between 'vassalic 
and feudal structures' on the one hand, and 'Romanist fidelity 
and majesty' on the other,43 or his distinction between 'the feudal 
order' and 'a conception of territorial sovereignty derived from 
the historic role of the counts of Barcelona•44 enshrines the concept 
we are highlighting here. 

FOCUS Vb ('centralism') views feudalism as a system offering 
rulers modes of stabilising their power structures and increasing 
them: use of the fief/feudal relationship to create obligation and 
conversion of obligation into revenues, the right to do justice 
and command service. Thus Barraclough speaks of Frederick 
Barbarossa 'feudalising' the relations between crown and barons 
in the interests of more effective central government,45 or else 
because it was a contemporary fashion.46 Strayer's interesting 
article in the volume edited by M. Clagett and others, Twelfth 
Century Europe and the Foundations of Modem Society, falls 
within this focus,47 as does Bisson's 1978 article already referred 
to, 48 R. W. Souther·n 's use of the term 'feudalism' in 19 71,4 9 the 
odd suggestion by Petit-Dutaillis50 and Bisson 1980.51 Carolingian 
government is sometimes placed within this focus. There is 
opposition to this thesis, not only from adherents of focus Va, 
but from others too, for example Cheyette52: the origins of the 
discourse of statecraft lie not in 'feudalism' but in learned, clerical 
controversy and the growth of rational modes of thought among 
intellectuals. 

FOCUS VI holds that feudalism is present when three 'crucial' 
institutions are central enough in society to control its political 
and social organisation (Hoyt)53: vassalage, fief (dependent tenure), 
rights of justice as a consequence of tenure and the chief obligation 
of a lord. Cronne54 adds a fourth: the rendering of specialised 
military service. West stresses the first two.55 

FOCUS VII presents the 'sociological' view: feudalism exists 
at the level of the knight (miles) and at the level of the count 
(comes).56 The merging or union of the two levels to create a 
continuous spectrum stretching from the knight through the 
castellan to the great dukes and counts of the land, rather than 
the earlier union of fief and vassalage, marks the essential step 
towards the development of feudal institutions. Duby57 defines 
'les temps feodaux' as the time of the emergence of the milites, 
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the specialised, horsed, leisured warrior class sustained by the 
labour of serfs, which is imaged in' the Chanson literature. Barber 
fashionably does not index 'feudalism' and talks mainly about knights 
and their codes.58 

FOCUS VIII leads directly out of VII: feudalism as a type of 
society, of civilization, of thinking, of behaviour, a 'mentalite', 
in consequence of which one can in fact speak of a 'feudal' society. 
Boutruche59 finds feudalism in - among other things - stained 
glass windows, women, towns and literature. Vicens Vives60 writes: 
'Feudalism was a total organization of society and economy'. 
Southern61 debates the extent to which Anselm of Canterbury's 
Cur deus homo is 'irretrievably feudal in temper' or not, concluding 
that it was 'the product of a feudal and monastic world'. For 
Joan Evans 'the strength of feudalism lay in the fact that it 
recognised and established the peculiar function of each of these 
classes (i.e. bellatores, oratores, laboratores) and of its individual 
members in the state, and thus both justified their existence and 
assured their livelihood.'62 However, to judge from her chapter 
arrangements, Evans excludes from the scope of 'feudal society' 
towns, monasteries, pilgrims, crusaders, learning and education, 
and the end of the Middle Ages•.63 

This thesis can be mechanistic or over-comprehensive. As 
an example of the first tendency note R.A. Brown64 who speaks 
of the fundamental members of a feudal society (the knights), 
the fundamental bond (vassalage, .homage, fealty), the fundamental 
institution (the fief), the fundamental physical manifestation 
(the castle), the fundamental area (western Francia, but spreading 
'until it comes to comprise more or less all Latin Christendom 
excluding Scandinavia', while at the same time spreading 
sociologically upwards and downwards so that it comes to embrace 
Church, towns and peasants); the fundamental period (950-1250 
A.D., with origins in the lOth and 11th centuries). When we tot 
up these 'fundamental' features of a feudal society then we have 
located that society. As an example of an over-comprehensive 
definiton within this focus see Bloch's famous definition of the 
'fundamental features of European feudalism' (1940).65 On 
examination these features turn out to be a case of working back 
from modern notions such as the salary or the centralised state, 
or a question of features common to a great many societies and 
periods: a subject peasantry, the supremacy of a specialised class 
of warriors, the survival of forms of association such as 'family', 
'state', etc. 

FOCUS IX maintains that feudalism means seigneurialism 
or lordship over land as a productive unit (manorialism). To this 
category must be assigned, preeminently, the Marxist notion of 
a 'feudal mode of production', and the ideological context of social 
progression, from 'feudalism' to 'capitalism'. Here the term 
feudalism is applied to an economic system in which - whatever 
its variation in detail - 'the peasants who occupied and tilled the 
land were not its owners. Agrarian property was privately 
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controlled by a class of feudal lords, who extracted a surplus from 
the peasants by politico-legal relations of compulsion•.66 Or, 
to quote from Kula's An Economic Theory of the Feudal System, 

the term feudalism refers here to a socio-economic system 
which is predominantly agr·arian and characterised by a 
low level of productive forces and of commercialisation 
(= production for the market); at the same time it refers 
to a corporate system in which the basic unit of production 
is a large landed estate surrounded by the small plots of 
peasants who are dependent on the former both economically 
and juridically, and who have to furnish various services 
to the lord and submit to his authority•.67 

The essential element here is the bonded dependence of the peasant 
class. 

Such a usage is a comprehensive one, especially in the particular 
diachronic context of class relations, but it does, presumably, 
exclude those areas of medieval Europe that stood, generally, 
outside the area in which seigneurialization prevailed. Marc Bloch, 
who tended to distinguish between 'the feudal system proper' and 
'the manorial regime', nevertheless chose to concentrate on 'a 
social structure and its unifying principles', devoting three chapters 
of his Feudal Society to the manor and the manorial relations 
of productivity (chs. 18-20), and agreed that whatever their 
different chronology, and however different the 'fief' may have 
been from the 'peasant holding', the geographical coincidence 
of manorialism and feudalism was clear and the term 'feudalism' 
covered, in fact, both 'the vast, hierarchically-organised system 
of peasant subjection and [my emphasis] military vassalage•.68 

· Few medievalists have been happy to adopt the Marxist notion 
of the feudal mode of production, and have seen fit instead to 
attack its implications. Thus both Bryce Lyon and Guy Fourquin 
emphasise the distinction between 'manorialism' and 'feudalism•.69 
Even Georges Duby, viewing the 'feudal society' of eleventh century 
Europe as one based on a social mode of seigneurial production 
that emerged in the course of a 'century and a half to two centuries' 
from a fundamentally different 'system of relations based on war 
and slavery' (i.e. Carolingian Europe), nevertheless draws back 
from the equation between feudalism and seigneurialism/ 
manorialism by remarking that 

It is better not to call it [the post-1000 A.D. mode of 
production] feudal - the fief plays no part here - but rather 
seigniorial. Indeed, it was based on the seigniory, the 
potestas, the right of confiscation within a zone of military 
occupation, rather than, as before, on the network of tenant 
obligations or on the slaves of a great domain. 

Nevertheless, Duby is happy enough to call this process of 
transformation from the Carolingian warlord economy to the 
seigneurial mode of production a 'feudal revolution•.70 

FOCUS X holds feudalism to be a 'compromise with anarchy'. 
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I offer this focus not so much as one frequently commented on 
as such by other historians of medieval Europe, but rather as a 
suggestion for those who wish to retain the term, as a framework 
for empirical research, but to use it less mechanically than under 
previous heads. 

A constant factor in the societies and periods termed feudal 
by most historians is lordship and dependence of a sort. 'Homage', 
fealty, the benefice/fief, vassalage, service, oaths (leaving aside 
etymological aspects of these particular words), 'bastard' feudalism, 
indentured contracts and the machinery for maintaining networks 
of retainers were all parts of a collection of informal resources 
for the creation of power structures and retinue systems. Different 
combinations prevailed at different times and at all times autonomy 
(the allod, the immunity, the 'free lord' or person of lower rank) 
is met with. Where the power struggle was most intense, there 
retinues were at a premium and historians speak of feudalism. 
Such occasions occurred after the Investiture Controversy, when 
the Merovingians, and later in their turn the Carolingians, were 
establishing their power, after the death of Count Charles of 
Flanders in 1127, during the Norman conquest of England, in the 
course of the so-called twelfth century 'communal revolution',71 
in the eleventh century M~connais as analysed by George Duby, 72 
in the north-east of the Iberian peninsula during the 11th and 
12th centuries, 73 in medieval Germany during crucial election 
times (e.g. 1024-25, or 1125 A.D.} when kings died without apparent 
heirs, 7 4 and in the course of political and social disorder that 
produced what has been termed 'bastard feudalism' in late medieval 
France and England. 75 In these situations there was no pyramid 
of vassals, no feudal 'system', no regularly assigned importance 
for such institutions as 'homage', the 'fief', 'vassalage'; instead 
we find a fluctuating power struggle, in which some of the grander 
contenders are simply titled 'lords' (domini, or domini terrae, 
lords of the land - nobody's 'vassal'), in which oaths, networks 
of retainers ('knights') and familial ties play a large part, along 
with pomp, dispendiousness, the hunt, relics, the church and the 
baronialj1all. 

Kings were no exception to these parameters. They 'found' 
their power, and founded it, like any other successful lord, in 
critical -moments and ways. They differed from their non-royal 
peers in that they had a few other ingredients they could throw 
into the ring, such as (at different times and places), the ability 
to cure scrofula, long hair, coronation and consecration, a retinue 
of priests, books and scribes, tradition and mythology. 

It is to describe these contexts that Carolly Erickson's paragraph 
is most apt: 

Order in medieval government was usually the result of 
averted crises; peace was most often a breathing space 
between wars. Feudal government is best seen as an overly 
rational name given to a desperate and continuing 
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compromise with anarchy.76 

These ten conceptions of feudalism are obviously inter-related, 
but I contend that they are nevertheless distinct - explicitly or 
implicitly - in the academic literature. All writers agree that 
'feudalism'· was on the wane by the 14th century A.D., usually 
because of the clouding, disappearance or overlaying of the 
'fundamental' features of 'feudalism' that they have isolated. I 
procede now to offer some comments on these 'foci'. 

II. COMMENTS 

I would like to emphasise first the continued determination 
of historians to use the term feudalism despite an important lack 
of agreement about what it implies, and despite general recognition 
that the word derives from feudum which has a precise technical 
meaning that excludes all but the second of my foci above. 

To illustrate the lack of agreement among the historians I 
have surveyed, it will suffice to point to a few simple 
contradictions. For example, Strayer says that the fief does not 
inevitably create a feudal relationship, whilst others argue that 
"f"eudalism' implies the fief as a sine qua non of a 'feudal' society. 
Again, according to foci Va and VI, feudalism is a system of 
decentralised, parcellated public sovereignty, the antithesis of 
the modern state, whilst according to others, the most successful 
medieval centralised governments are 'feudal' ones: Alphonse 
of Poitiers, twelfth century France (under Philip Augustus), the 
England of Henry II, the government of Frederick Barbarossa 
etc. (focus Vb). According to Barraclough, Frederick Barbarossa 
was a 'feudal monarch'; yet Strayer can write: 'The German kings 
did not use feudalism as the chief support of their government; 
instead they relied on institutions inherited from the Carolingian 
period.'77 In view of Ganshof's remarks about feudalism and the 
Carolingians (focus III above), this last is indeed a paradoxical 
statement. According to Strayer (n. 18 above), the very 
(decentralised) flexibility of feudalism enabled the kings of the 
West to create the first (centralised) modern states. According 
to Ganshof, feudalism is the union of benefice and vassalage; 
according to Dopsch, vassalage and benefice had never been 
separate institutions anywhere or at any time in history. According 
to Paul Roth, Heinrich Brunner and White in his Medieval 
Technology and Social Change (and according to the traditional 
explanation of the Norman conquest - see Simpson, above, n. 28), 
the essence of feudalism is the provision of military service, the 
knight. Charles Martel invented the military fief because (a) 
the land he needed to grant out he could not get clear title to 
(it was church land), and (b) the sudden military confrontation 
with the Saracens requil·ed effective 'shock' horse combat. Yet, 
the gist of all modern research is that there is no evidence of 
any of this, or else, that such evidence as there is, is to the 
contrary. Contradictions of this sort can, perhaps, be digested. 
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More worrying, in reference to the most feudal of feudal areas 
in medieval Europe, that is post-conquest England, is the fact 
that neither Haskins nor Stenton nor Maitland had ever been able 
to show beyond dispute that the supposed cornerstone of the Norman 
conquest of England and of feudalism at its most pure - the military 
fief, the feodum as land held in return for the provision of a set 
quota of knights to the king, du_ke or overlord (the servicium 
debitum, servicium militum) - existed - as a precise system 
(introduced by William the Conqueror) prior to its appearance 
in the legal jargon of the second half of the twelfth century. J .M. W. 
Bean went, in fact, as far as to overturn the idea that the feodum 
had anything much to do with the specifically military exigencies 
of the Norman conquest and ascribed its currency to a variety 
of quite scattered motives, one of which was to raise money or 
pay off debts. For Bean 'English feudalism' meant simply a fiscal 
system, primarily as elaborated by lawyers. 78 Equally disturbing, 
for another highly 'feudal' region of Europe, are the criticisms 
of Witt and Hajdu. 79 According to Witt the area of 'classic' 
feudalism is nowadays shrinking: even in the heartland area, by 
the middle of the eleventh century, the allod (non-feudal, 
hereditary, absolute property) still constituted the principal form 
of property ownership. In Picardy the association of the fief with 
vassalage was not frequent until the end of the thirteenth century. 
Throughout the thirteenth century only a small proportion of land 
in the province was held as a benefice. Hajdu speaks of feudal 
ties (by which he means ties of homage) intermeshing widely with 
ties of family. He says that most land in Poitou was held as a 
fief, but shows that tenure of a fief implied not conditional but 
hereditary tenure, seldom disturbed by 'conditions' beyond the 
payment of various dues. The feudal tie touched only a segment 
of the nobility and the spheres of family and feudal were distinct 
and revealed by different sets of documents: 'family' touched 
such matters as land-holding, 'feudal' referred to great public 
acts like political partisanship in a power struggle, military 
expeditions, crusades, pilgrimages, donations to monasteries, 
determinations of the magnitude and frequency of feudal 
obligations. In the consolidation of powerful castellanies in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, the fief-rente played a larger 
role than the fief proper. 

These kinds of specific contradictions, and upsets to traditional 
ideas, were worked into a clarion call for the total abandonment 
of the notion, institution and term 'feudalism' in the writing of 
medieval history, by Elizabeth Brown in 1974. Brown claimed 
as one of her precursors R. W. Southern who in 1953 wrote an 
indispensable 'history' of Medieval Europe in the high feudal period 
without mentioning the term.80 Brown proposed instead an 
Annales-school type study of all the varied patterns, rituals and 
ceremonies of human interaction. This is in reality but a final 
extension of my Focus VIII with the logical abandonment of the 
term feudalism itself. 
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I would secondly emphasise the general lack of interest on 
the part of historians in the way contemporaries saw the central 
aspects and institutions of their existence, in favour of the 
preoccupations of the thirteenth century lawbooks and codifiers, 
whose training and interests approximate those of many modern 
scholars themselves. West writes 'yet feudalism is still a useful 
term for the historian for one particular reason; there was a period 
of time in western Europe when men called themselves feudal 
men•.81 What does this mean? I can find ver·y few contemporaries 
who referred to anything at all, let alone themselves, as 'feudal'. 
Despite, for example, the continued use of the term in modern 
writing about the twelfth century in German history, my search 
has located very few contemporary uses of the word 'feudal' -
one such occurs in the process of Frederick Barbarossa against 
Henry the Lion, where the phrase •sub feodali iure' occurs. It 
does not, however, refer to fiefs, but to the process of summoning 
a vassal or subject before the imperial diet. The full sentence 
refers to a subject (Henry the Lion) who 'has failed to appear 
when summoned to a hearing before us by three lawful edicts 
tmder feudal law, and has sent no-one to answer for him •.. ' Such 
a person is Judged by 'us' (i.e. the Emperor in court) 
'contumacious•.8 In fact, almost no-one saw themselves as 'feudal'. 
Stephen Knight has usefully described how the Romances of 
Chretien de Troyes provide evidence that at the end of the twelfth 
century the medieval 'knight' was conscious, not of being 'feudal', 
but of certain nagging uncertainties and 'hang-ups', involving the 
threat (social, political, financial) of the rising non-noble classes 
(urban mercantilism), the pressure of competition for suitable 
marriages, heiresses, endowments etc., the pressure of crown 
centralisation (which encouraged an anti-royal sentiment among 
the 'knights'), a castration complex and masculine neurosis (the 
fear of domination by women, who represented the access to land, 
and exerted power), a tension between individualism and public 
order·, leading to the ideology and institutions of chivalry, where 
public forms became substitutes for sheer aggression. The dynamic 
dialectic of proesce and cortoisie ranges from tension between 
the collective social model and the actual aggressive individual 
in feudal society, through a consideration of the idealistic values 
which are used to rationalise and mystify away the violent 
aggressiveness of the warrior, to a study of the personal psychic 
dramas which rise from and validate a neurotic patriarchy.83 
Seen in this kind of light such poems as the Romances become 
our best source for the 'inner dramas of the time'. In the Song 
of Raoul de Cambrai we detect a basic tension between the claims 
of family and lordship. In this poem the fief is seen as a reward 
for service (not as a primary condition of that service), and a 
clear tension is evident between the notion of the fief as a revocable 
instrument of royal power and as an hereditary possession, a reward 
for a faithful vassal, and the foundation of his personal, independent 
power. The Bayeu.:r Tapestry concentrates on a breach of good 
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lordship or 'vassalage', although there is no homage oath and the 
term is not used. The Song of Roland concentrates on the tension 
between family vendetta and the claims of lordship. The evidence 
of this literature from the 'high feudal' period is that people did 
not consider themselves 'feudal' in any usable sense. They were 
conscious of and concerned with other things. The term 'feudum' 
occurs in cartularies and legal sources, where it was necessary 
to stress the obligation or the plighted land against the erosion 
of time and circumstance. Naturally this 'legal' sense was not 
the sense of centrality everyone gave to their lives. Hence 
literature is a better source for the essence of what is central 
to a society, than legal records or the like.84 

In the third place, modern scholarship on feudalism betrays 
a curious preoccupation with what might be called 
nineteenth-century positivist or historicist cultural holism, in 
advance of the evidence which, on the empiricist model, should 
come first. Scholars, especially of the Annales school and such 
as E.A. Brown, persist in the notion that an adequate comprehensive 
descriptive model of the key features of past societies can be 
drawn up, yet, they take (Brown is an exception here) from the 
arsenal of the ideologues a term ('feudalism') that prejudges and 
prevents the whole historicist enterprise from the start! This 
may well confirm Huizinga•s85 chief insight, that no historical 
study can take place without a prior framework for discourse 
or an ideology of inquiry, but it has the consequence that historians 
are forced into an arbitrary mode of procedure without any 
justification for it. The 'feudalism' debate proceeds by definition 
of the model without a firm evidential basis, and then a series 
of refinements or exclusions: 'this is/is not feudal'. The only 
ideological justification for this in the eyes of historians is the 
need to define and the possibility of defining objectively the 'key 
features' of an age. Yet the ideology behind, or necessary to 
explain the need for, this goal is unresearched and, in fact, the 
only appropriate ideological context for a debate about feudalism 
is a polemical one comparable to those which spawned the term.86 
This is the virtue of the Marxist use of the term. It is to E.A. 
Brown's credit that she exposed much of the inconsistency of 
the modern scholarly approach as long ago as 197 4. 

Fourthly, it should be stressed that the modern debate about 
feudalism reveals the presence of certain recurring figures of 
speech and thought: distributio (assignment of function), translatio 
(metaphor, 'when a word applying to one thing (feudum) is 
transferred to another (e.g., type of government) because the 
similarity seems to justify this transference; used for the sake 
of creating a vivid mental picture'),87 synecdoche/intellectio, 
'when the whole is known from a small part or a part from the 
whole',88 definitio [operating by partition (enumeration of parts) 
and division (into species and genus)], as well as a preference 
for certain topics of argumentation: ex definitione, ex notatione 
(etymology), a similitudine/a differentia (enabling scholarship 
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to proceed on Merovingian, Carolingian, twelfth century and later 
polities, by an implicit comparative method). It is also 
characterised by a concern for hierarchy, which manifests itself 
in the form of a preoccupation with the notion of government 
and subordination. This leads to a fascination with the feudal 
principle as an exemplar of hierarchy:· 

The hierarchic principle itself is inevitable in_ systematic 
thought. It is embodied in the mere process of growth, 
which is synonymous with the class divisions of youth and 
age, stronger and weaker, male and female, or the stages 
of learning, from apprentice to journeyman to master. 
But this last hierarchy is as good an indication as any of 
the way in which the "naturalness" of grades rhetorically 
re-enforces the protection of privilege. Though in its essence 
purely developmental, the series is readily transformed 
into rigid social classifications, and these interfere with 
the very process of development that was its reason for 
being. 
To say that hierarchy is inevitable is not to say that any 
particular hierarchy is inevitable; the crumbling of 
hierarchies is as true a fact about them as their formation. 
But to say that the hierarchic principle is indigenous to 
all well-rounded human thinking, is to state a very important 
fact about the rhetorical appeal of dialectical symmetry. 
And it reminds us, on hearing talk of equality, to ask 
ourselves, without so much as questioning the possibility 
that things might be otherwise: "Just how does the hierarchic 
principle work in this particular instance?"90 

These observations may serve to remind us that our historical 
categories are arbitrary and reflect our own bourgeois modes 
of perception and structuring emphases, rather than any coherence 
that may be present at the level of the objectively real and hence 
not perceived past. We order the past, so to speak, in our own 
image, or, to put it another way, our 'past' is a mirror of our mind. 
Feudalism is a debated topic because of our own compulsions, 
not because of its objective existence independent of and hence 
beyond perception. 

In the fifth place, I raise the quantitative problem. Many 
historians speak as if the key element in feudalism was the 
progressive inclusion of free land and free people into dependent, 
feudal relationships, yet they never provide quantitative evidence 
to support this assumption regarding the proportion of 'free' to 
'dependent' land in any period. 

Sixthly, the feudal model sometimes causes false inference. 
Mitteis, for example, in dealing with the tenth century origins 
of the German monarchy, argues from the existence of the oath 
of fealty to a prior surrender of ducal lands to the monarch, and 
the consequent receipt of the lands back from the monarch in 
the shape of fiefs, yet there is no likelihood of this. Similar 
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inferences are drawn from the presence of homage oaths at 
coronations. 91 

Finally: a consistent theme in the foregoing has been the notion 
firstly that medieval society displays features that distinguish 
it from both antique and modern society, and secondly that 'feudal' 
is as good a word as any to suggest the nature of these distinctive 
features. It is further sometimes ~uggested that where a society 
other than the medieval West is 'feudal', it is in a characteristic 
('middle') phase of its development. 92 Such reasoning invites 
two questions: can a society be effectively 'characterised' by 
any term such as 'feudal', and if so, what is the best term? For 
the medieval West it seems that specifically 'feudal' ties were 
not, at all times and in all areas central to society. 

What, therefore, is or should be posited as the 'central' feature 
of medieval society? To some extent the defining characteristic 
of society depends on the level at which one begins one's search: 
that of monk, peasant, burgher, tenant-in-chief, female, for 
example. Warren in his large biography of Henry n93 writes: 
'For most men at the beginning of Henry II's ,.eign, government 
must have seemed almost entirely a matter of local government, 
shire courts, hundred courts and manor courts, and it was these 
which filled their horizons and constituted the authority that 
controlled their lives'. So much for the 'feudal relations' of the 
higher nobility and the problems of kings, but we may still ask 
how 'central' even these local government concerns were to all 
classes of men and women. Many themes might be put forward 
to guide the inquiry into the 'hub' of the wheel of medieval life: 
the mode of production, modes of self-perception (the three 
orders,94 individual versus social collectivity etc.), structures 
of sub-consciousness,95 or, by synecdoche, threads such as 
'monastic',96 or, alternatively, 'ascetic', or else 'hierarchical' 
etc. Perhaps medieval society is 'contractual' (cf. the communio, 
truce of God, vassalage, types of corporation - guilds, communes, 
universities, confraternities etc.), perhaps it is a 'papal' society 
(again by synecdoche), perhaps it is a society characterised by 
a certain view of the supernatural and the cosmos? Perhaps, 
in the end medieval society may best be termed 'marital' rather 
than 'feudal', for here is what Georges Duby has to say in a recent 
Work: 

I am trying to discover how the society that we call feudal 
functioned. This leads me naturally to marriage. For the 
role of marriage is fundamental in every social formation, 
in particular in the one I have been studying for many years. 
lt is, in fact, by the institution of marriage, by the rules 
which cover alliance, by the manner in which these rules 
are applied, that human societies, even those that want 
to be free and give themselves the illusion of being so, 
govern their future, trying to perpetuate themselves in 
the maintenance of their structures, in the ~unctioning 
of a symbolic system, of the image that these societies 
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make of their own ideal situation. The rites of marriage 
are instituted to assure the method of assigning women 
among men, to discipline masculine competition for women, 
to make official and to make socially acceptable the act 
of procreation. Marital rites, in specifying who will be 
father, add another relationship to the maternal relationship, 
whi'ch is itself obvious. They distinguish licit unions from 
others, they assign to children who are born to it the capacity 
to inherit, that is to say, they assign ancestors, a name, 
rights. Marriage founds relationships of parentage, it founds 
the entire social structure, it forms the key to the vault 
of the social edifice. How can l comprehend feudalism 
[la flJodalite] if I do not see clearly the norms according 
to which the knight takes a wife?97 

It would, indeed, become a large historicist project to decide 
which of these (or other) 'features' affected most people and hence 
had the best claim to 'centrality'. Even then one would run the 
risk of finding that whatever the case, contemporaries ~did not 
perceive the selected feature as 'central'. It is perhaps best to 
recognise that the quest for the objectively historical essence 
of either 'feudalism' or medieval society is impossible and invalid. 
The task becomes the identification of the per·ceptual framework 
or modern standpoint/issue which motivates and restricts the 
inquiry. Even if we were to settle for the view that feudalism 
is a name given (inappropriately) to social/political behaviour 
in certain historical times and places, we would simply be settling 
for an historical perspective that betrayed a fascination with 
the creation and maintenance of power. The relevance of this 
standpoint is not so much the light it casts on medieval, or other 
society, as the possibility it provides of isolating the factors -
personal and institutional constraints and contexts - that give 
priority to it as a perspective that controls and sets ~imits to 
inquiry. 

Ill CONCLUSION 

An essay such as this, designed to clarify what historians do, 
has no proper conclusion. In any perspective, however, the social 
relations of production have a priority over other topics that may 
be the subject of inquiry. 'Feudalism', thus, used outside its locus 
within the context of such relations (Focus IX above),98 is 
vulnerable and disputed as an historical category. It is necessary 
in such areas to specify clearly to what institutions and relations 
one is referring. Provided, however, that the histor·ian makes 
clear his or her terms of reference, then the term 'feudalism' 
can provide stimulation as an incentive for the study of comparative 
history, the history of ideas and the defining features of societies 
seen as wholes.99 These are not inconsiderable targets for historical 
activity. 
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Presiding: Philip Niles, Carleton College 
ON COURTLY LOVE: 
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ON FEUDALISM: 
Yes: Elizabeth A.R. Brown, CUNY, Brooklyn college 
No· Thomas N. Bisson, University of California, Berkeley 

ON GOTHIC: 
Yes: Wayne Dynes, CUNY, Hunter College 
No: Roger Adams, State University of New York, 
Brockport." 

The currency of the term 'feudalism' will be apparent to 
anyone who consults recent numbers of the Leeds University 
International Medieval Bibliography: the indices reveal 
up to 20 entries under 'Feudalism' per half year. 
I would like to acknowledge here the particular help of my 
colleague Mr Graeme Harrison (especially on Spanish 
feudalism), and Professor Bisson and Ms Stephanie Mooers, 
who read and commented on the paper in an early form. 
Time and ignorance have prevented full use of their several 
contributions. 


