1.2.1 Feudal System

Feudal system is not very easy expression to explain. Briefly, it is the way in which owners of land (kings, nobles, churchmen and peasants) were linked to one another. The king kept part of the land for himself and the rest was divided among his followers, in England called barons to whom the king was in fact lending the land in return for their loyalty and service. The holdings of land were often divided up so as to prevent the baron from raising a rebel army. Feudal system was based on security and protection, but it was also a political, economic, military, and social arrangement. Originally the right to own the land was not hereditary, i.e. ownership was not passed from father to his heir, but over the centruries the landlords struggled to achieve hereditary ownership of their land. This led to creation of a new social group – nobility or aristocracy.

 (For more detailed information go to: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06058c.htm or http://www.historyguide.org/ancient/lecture21b.html )

Vocabulary: to be linked to, to divide, tenants, loyalty, to raise, arrangement, hereditary, ownership, to pass from sb. to sb., heir, to struggle, nobility
1.2.2
Feudal Pyramid, The Life of Peasants and Knights

Terms: 
beneficium, fief (land) -> feudal system

At the top:
ruler, king, duke or count (theoretically possessed all land)

In the middle:
higher and lower nobility (lords, barons and knights)

At the bottom:
unprivileged people – peasants, labourers

Peasants: the peasants were the poorest people in medieval Europe, under the control of barons and knights. They had no power and very limited rights. They were attached to the land and could not move house.

England: The lifestyle of peasants in Medieval England was extremely hard and harsh. Many worked as farmers in fields owned by the lords and their lives were controlled by the farming year. Certain jobs had to be done at certain times of the year. Their lives were harsh but there were few rebellions due to a harsh system of law and order. The peasants were at the bottom of the Feudal System and had to obey their local lord to whom they had sworn an oath of obedience on the Bible. Because they had sworn an oath to their lord, it was taken for granted that they had sworn a similar oath to the duke, earl or baron who owned that lord’s property.

The position of the peasant was made clear by Jean Froissart when he wrote:

„It is a custom in England, as with other countries, for the nobility to have great power over the common people, who are serfs. This means that they are bound by law and custom to plough the field of their masters, harvest the corn, gather it into barns, and thresh and winnow the grain; they must also mow and carry home the hay, cut and collect wood, and perform all manner of tasks of this kind.“  (Written in 1395)
The one thing the peasant had to do in Medieval England was to pay out money in taxes or rent. He had to pay rent for his land to his lord; he had to pay a tax to the church called a tithe. This was a tax on all of the farm produce he had produced in that year. A tithe was 10% of the value of what he had farmed. This may not seem a lot but it could make or break a peasant’s family. A peasant could pay in cash or in kind – seeds, equipment etc. Either ways, tithes were a deeply unpopular tax. The church collected so much produce from this tax, that it had to be stored in huge tithe barns. Some of these barns can still be seen today. 

Peasants also had to work for free on church land. This was highly inconvenient as this time could have been used by the peasant to work on their own land. However, the power of the church was such that no-one dared break this rule as they had been taught from a very early age that God would see their sins and punish them.

Vocabulary: to be attached, harsh, to swear (swore, sworn), to take sth. for granted, property, serfs, bound by law, to plough, barns, taxes, tithes, tithe barns, inconvenient, to dare, to break a rule, sin, to punish
Knights: They served the barons and fought under them for the king whenever the king demanded it. Many knights also became richer during the Middle Ages, buying and selling land and trading with townspeople.

