
2016-07-04 From the preparatory notes for Class 11 of the introductory 
course on political economy: ‘The evolution of property and how it rules 
the world’.

Further explanation and discussion in plenary session of European feudal 
society in the ‘Middle Ages’

What was feudalism and why are we studying it?

We want to know the answer to the following question:

How did Europe develop from being a quite backward, undeveloped collection 
of territories under the control of the Roman Empire – and after the collapse of 
the Western Roman Empire, territories almost entirely without towns – into 
the birth place of an economic and political power that would overwhelm all the 
ancient civilisations of the world?

Backward Europe became the launching pad for the rise of world capitalism. 

As Marx and Engels will explain to us [in the extracts from The German Ideology paragraphs 
29 -42], the road to the rise of capitalism in Europe lay through a new way of organising 
society and production known as feudalism. This was completely unintended and 
unpredictable at the time.
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Recall the structure of society within the Roman Empire and how production 
happened. 

Rome was reliant on slave labour. There were the patricians (the land owning aristocracy), 
plebeians (workers and traders, though these did not develop into an independent class) and 
the slaves (who did forced labour and were the property of those who owned them). 

We saw that there was continuous expansion and consolidation of land ownership in Rome 
in fewer and fewer hands. (‘Latifundium’ means spacious estate.) Conquered lands were 
turned over by the state to private ownership by the rich and powerful. War was also the best 
way to acquire slaves to work the land and mines, to feed the Roman population and to 
expand the empire. Huge armies were retained by the empire as it expanded and they were 
loyal to whomever could pay them. 

For a combination of structural, social reasons as well as wars, among them the inability to 
sustain control, production and trade on the basis of slavery, the Western Roman Empire 
was in a state of collapse by the 5th century CE. Conventionally, it is regarded as ending in 
476CE.

When Rome Falls…

The slave market in Europe begins to die out. Trade shrinks generally. Town and cities 
decline. The mass of the population are peasants who live off the land. In this period of 
fragmentation and Christianisation, Europe becomes organised into a series of autonomous 
isolated regions. Those who became very wealthy did so by fighting their way to dominance, 
taking vast areas of land while incorporating and exploiting the peasants who lived on it. 

Throughout this time it was the peasants who did the agricultural producing. The rulers were 
a military class of land owners — warrior barons or ‘lords’ (in fact warlords supported by 
armed knights) — and the most powerful of them would become king. 

The Christian church in Rome, headed by the Pope, also expanded into the power vacuum in 
Western Europe, becoming the owner of extensive lands supporting numerous clergymen, 
including a hierarchy of bishops and archbishops. 

There was constant competition for power between the Church and the secular warlords and 
kings. The Church claimed on spiritual grounds to be first in rank, but kings often asserted 
their own claim to religious leadership. In time, the worldly power came to dominate over 
the religious. The hierarchy of baron and knights developed into a hereditary nobility (the 
original Latin word ‘nobilis’ meaning to be well-known). Kingship was likewise passed down 
to heirs.

Although there were conflicts and revolts, this hereditary organisation of society, supported 
by the armed power of the lords and by the teachings of the Church, was seen as God-given 
and permanent. The working population paid over the produced surplus through direct 
labour and as rent and taxes to the nobility and ‘tithes’ to the Church. Literacy and access to 
new technologies such as the watermill were confined to the clergy and some of the nobility.
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From this we see by the end of the ‘Middle Ages’ the three officially recognised 
‘Estates’:

1st Estate: Clergy [alongside and often contending for power with the King]

2nd Estate: Nobility [Kings, lords, nobles]

3rd Estate: Peasants and Serfs (95%), including in time the growing population of the towns

Key moments from the video lecture that we watched by the professor of 
historical theology, Dr Ryan Reeves:

Around the year 1000 we find: 

◆ Changes in climate made Europe generally warmer and technology improved for 
harnessing horses to plough the soil. 

◆ There was a shift from 2 field strip-system to 3 field system, which increased food 
production 

◆ Many agricultural techniques already known in China, India, Egypt, Mesopotamia 
and Southern Spain were imported to Western Europe and adapted. 

Feudal Countryside: Serfdom

Military force was used to take the land and compel peasants into serfdom. Serfdom differed 
from slavery in that serfs were not ‘owned’ and could hold land granted by the lord. But they 
were not free: they were ‘tied’ to that land. In return for protection from the lord, before 
producing for themselves, serfs had to give a portion of what they produced to the lord. This 
was done in agricultural produce and later in rent. Importantly, increases in agricultural 
production meant extra food and other produce could be exchanged with travelling traders 
or taken to the towns. And some serfs found ways to escape to the town and survive there.

Feudal Towns 

Marx and Engels tell us that in feudal Europe ‘the towns did not derive ready made [i.e., they 
were not simply a continuation] from an earlier period, but were formed anew by the serfs 
who had become free’ (para 30).  A class of traders developed in the towns, alongside new 
developments in the division of labour as a result of production carried on by skilled 
artisans. 

Life in the towns of the ‘Middle Ages’ was very different from the countryside. Harman says: 

The traders and artisans were free individuals not directly under the power of any lord. 
There was a German saying, ‘Town air makes you free.’ The urban classes were increasingly 
loath to accept the prerogatives of the lordly class. Traders and artisans who needed extra 
labour would welcome serfs who had fled bondage on nearby estates. And as the towns grew 
in size and wealth they acquired the means to defend their independence and freedom, 
building walls and arming urban militias (p.144).
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Increasingly, serfs tried to avoid the stranglehold of their lords by escaping into the towns. 
Many hoped to learn a craft or trade since as the towns grew, ‘by bringing produce to regular 
markets, the humble bagman could transform himself into a respectable trader, and the 
respectable trader into a wealthy merchant’ Harman p144). Towns were linked to their 
surrounding rural economy but otherwise almost completely cut off from one another. 
Within the towns, were to be found the burghers (citizens) who might be clergy or nobles but 
also craftsmen,  artisans, journeymen and their apprentices. 

Since towns were so isolated from one another and because the market in the towns was so 
undeveloped, ‘the particular labour of each man was his only property apart from the small 
capital he brought with him, consisting almost solely of the most necessary tools of his 
craft’ (German Ideology extracts para 30).  

Each industry, for example, shoe making, furniture making or bread baking was organised 
into a single union of independent producers, known as a guild. Guilds regulated the 
production of particular crafts, often within families to the exclusion of all others. Their role 
was to protect and eliminate competition.

Also in the towns were other workers, entering separately, who were never able to attain to 
any power, outside of the guilds. They were day-labourers and remained an unorganised 
‘rabble’, necessitated by the unreliable need for day-labourers in the towns (German 
Ideology extracts para 33). 

These developments in feudal society prepared the basis for the rise of production for 
purposes of exchange — the basis for the emergence of the modern capitalist system.

Slide presentation accompanying the above notes begins on the next page.

The class then broke into two groups to continue reading and discussing 
the extracts from The German Ideology, paras 29-42.
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