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Definitions

ÅFeudalism ïthe system of mutual obligations in the 

middle ages, where land and property are exchanged for 

loyalty and service

ÅManor/Fief ïthe land (complete with castle and serfs) 

provided by a lord to his vassal, usually self-sufficient

ÅLord ïa wealthy noble who owns large amounts of land 

that is divided among lower lords in his service

ÅVassal ïa lower nobleman or knight who is given a 

manor by a lord and in return pledges loyalty and military 

service

ÅSerf ïa peasant with few rights, tied to the manor



The Development of Feudalism

Rome fell in 476 AD as a 

result of invasion by the 

Germanic tribes.

Central government 

broke down and trade 

was disrupted.

Cities were abandoned 

and population centers 

shifted to rural areas.

Ties of personal loyalty 

and family bound 

Germanic peoples 

together.

The lack of centralized 

government created the 

need for a new social 

order.

Christianity remained a 

major unifying force 

throughout most of 

western Europe.

The feudal system 

developed with a king at 

the top and mutual duties 

linking local lords, 

vassals, and peasants.

The manor became the 

main economic unit.  

Church leaders helped to 

integrate community life.

Common needs for 

economic self-sufficiency 

and local protection led to 

a new pattern of land 

ownership.



Land Division in Feudal Society

All land was owned by the king.

King kept some as 

his royal estate.

King gave some to 

the church.

King gave some to the most powerful 

noblemen (barons, dukes, counts)

Noblemen keep some 

land for their own 

estates

They shared the land between less wealthy noblemen and 

knights who served them.  The land was divided into manors

The fields of each manor were divided between the free men (who were 

allowed to own land) and the serfs (who were not).  The amount they got 

depended on how important they were in the village.



A System of Mutual Obligations

The king was the chief ruler and feudal lord.  He provides 

land and protection to his barons and noblemen

Barons and noblemen provide knights for kingôs army, pay taxes and 

duties to king to pay for armies and court.  Pledge loyalty to the king.  

They provide land and protection to poorer noblemen and knights.

Poorer noblemen and knights (lords of the manor) provide loyalty to the barons and 

noblemen, and the king.  They fight for the noblemen when asked and pay taxes to 

help noblemen keep armies.  They provide protection to the serfs living on their land.

Serfs are unable to own land or leave the manor without permission.  They are allowed to use 

facilities provided by the lord of the manor (storehouses, ovens, mills, etc).  They pay dues at 

certain times (births, deaths, marriages, taxes, etc) and are fined if found guilty of offences by the 

lord of the manor.  They work for the lord of the manor a set number of days each year.  They 

must fight for their lord as needed.  They are given protection by their lord in times of war.



A Medieval Fief



A Feudal Contract
The following selection is adapted from a feudal contract made in 1110.


