
HIGH MIDDLE 

AGES (10th-13th)      

& FEUDALISM 











FEUDALISM 

• System of political, economical and 
social organization, fully developed 
during the 10th and 13th centuries. It 
distinguished by the following 
features: 

A) Social: society divided in estates*. 
New relationships based on personal 
loyalty (lords, vassals, serfs). 

B) Politics: lack of a centralized power 
(kings). The feudal lords accumulate 
the power.  

C) Economy: rural economy, based 
on subsistence agriculture. Little trade 
and low technical development.   
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Political features 

LACK OF A STRONG CENTRALIZED POWER 

 

• … the lords had an absolute power over their lands. 
 

– The Kings also granted these lords with more lands, as a 
reward for their loyalty and military help.  

 

 

• … there is no relationship between state-citizen. 
 

– Substituted by a new one: the dependence of a man to 
another man, assured by the vassalage. 



VASSALAGE 
Relationship of personal loyalty 

between a lord and his vassal. 

Implies the existence of common 

obligations among this two. 

COMMENDATION 

INVESTITURE 

• The lord gave his vassal a 
post and a fiefdom, with its 
benefits and population. 

• The vassal is bound to give 
military help (auxilium) and 
advice (consilium). 

• This contract could be 
revoked or inherited. 

The Lord gives 

his vassal a gift, 

as a symbol of the 

fiefdom he 

receives. 





Vassalage 
  

•The link between the Lord 

and the vassal 

 The vassal was bounded to 

serve his lord; and the Lord was 

bounded to protect his vassal. 
 

 Duties of the vassal:   

 Military and economical help 

 Help his lord to hand out   

justice in his territories 
 

 Duties of the lord:  

 Protect his vassal 

 Give him a fiefdom and its post 



 

Economical features 

RURAL ECONOMY IN FIEFDOMS 

 

• Based on agriculture and livestock farming 
– Cereal crops and vegetables. Products obtained from farm 

animals 

– Farm and draught animals. War horses 

 

• It was a subsistence economy 
– People consumed nearly everything they produced 

 

• Comercial isolation 
– Regional markets and fairs 

– Small agricultural surplus, craftwork and fabrics 
 



The fiefdom as a territory 
 

• The fiefdom has above all a rural 

character. Due to the disappearance 

of the great cities, the fiefdom became 

the most important territory in both 

social and economic levels. 

  
 

• The economy was fully self-sufficient: 

in the fiefdom was produced 

everything necessary for the survival / 

subsistence of its population.  

 

 

• There is no a strong trade between the 

fiefdoms. We can find little local or 

regional markets within the villages. 



Communal lands 

Village 

Castle 
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2º Tierras pertenecientes a 

todo el feudo, bosques y 

pastos para el ganado. 

1º Vivienda del 

señor feudal. 

3º Viviendas de 

los campesinos. 

4º Tierras 

cedidas por 

el señor a los 

campesinos. 

5º Tierras reservadas al 

señor, la cultivan los siervos. 



 

Social features 

STATIONARY AND UNEQUAL SOCIETY 

 

• Divided in social groups called estates. 

– Closed groups, defined by a common way of life and social 
function. They were hereditary 

– Three estates: nobility, clergy and the rest of population  

 

 

• There is a deep inequality between the states. 

– Privileged groups: bellatores + oratores 

– Unprivileged: peasants, serfs, craftsmen, traders 
(laboratores) 

 



FEUDAL SOCIETY 

LAND = POWER, FREEDOM 

The landowners are free men; 

landless are their subjects or servs. 



THE FEUDAL LORDS 

• The Lords governed as monarchs in their 

territories. Had an absolute POWER 
 

• Economical power: 

• Renting of the tenements (use of 

oven, forge, mill, markets...) 

• Renting of the communal lands 

(hunting, use of forests...) 

• Payment of tolls (bridges, ways) 
 

• Judicial power: 

• Impose bills and laws 

• Handing out justice 
 

• Military power:  

• Capable to begin and declare a war 

• Receive military help from his 

vassals 





Commendation 
 The act by which the vassal swore his loyalty 

to the Lord and got engaged with him to offer 

military help and advice. In exchange, the 

Lord swore to protect and provide his vassal.  

 

JURAMENTO A FELIPE AUGUSTO (1220) 
 

“Yo, Tibaldo, hago saber a todos que he jurado sobre los santos altares a mi 

carísimo señor Felipe, ilustre rey de los franceses, que le serviré bien y fielmente 

como a mi señor (…) y no faltaré a mi bueno y fiel servicio, mientras él me haga 

justicia en su Corte con el juicio de aquellos que pueden y deben juzgarme.  

Y si alguna vez, lo que Dios no permita, faltare a mi bueno y fiel servicio respecto de 

mi señor rey, en tanto que él quiera hacerme y me haga justicia ante su Corte por el 

juicio de los que pueden y deben juzgarme, el señor rey podrá, sin cometer desmán, 

recobrar lo que tengo de él”                     

  







     Consecuencias del feudalismo: 

 a) El poder central desaparece: se 
atomiza en los distintos feudos. En ellos, el 
señor acapara las funciones típicas del Estado, 
tales como legislar, administrar justicia y 
acuñar monedas. El feudo es así un “Estado en 
miniatura”. 

 b) En el plano económico: la propiedad 
se desintegra. Cada feudo constituye una 
unidad económica completa e independiente 
(se autoabastece). 

 c) Surge una verdadera jerarquización 
social, que va desde el rey que no es vasallo 
de nadie, hasta el último vasallo que no es 
señor de nadie. 



Decadencia del Feudalismo: 

•  El feudalismo alcanzó el punto culminante de su 
desarrollo en el siglo XIII; a partir de entonces inició 
su decadencia. Dentro de las causas de esta 
decadencia encontramos: 

• El desgaste económico y militar que produjo en los 
señores su participación en las cruzadas. 

• La división de la tierra en muchos feudos pequeños 
que debilitó el poder de los señores. 

• El florecimiento del comercio en las ciudades a raíz 
de la aparición de la burguesía y al uso masivo de 
la moneda. 

• El fortalecimiento del poder real al rodearse de un 
ejército profesional que le permite unir e         
incorporar nuevos territorios. 




