
Europe: Feudalism and the Evolution of Capitalism

EQ: What happened to the political and economic structures of Europe after


the fall of Rome?

EQ: What was/is “feudalism?  What was/is the “manorial system?”

EQ: What was the “ancien regime?”

EQ: What was the “bourgeoisie” and why did it grow?

EQ: Why did capitalism grow rapidly in northern Italy and the Low Countries?

EQ: How was the “Age of Exploration” connected to the evolution of capitalism and what effect did it have on the trajectory of European and world history?

EQ: Why can it be said that we are still struggling with the forces unleashed during this era?
I.After the fall of Rome in the 400s (476 AD)  Europe became fragmented and the imperial Roman order was replaced by “Feudalism”


A.Power rested in the hands of a small number of “nobles” who


    ruled over “fiefs”



1.Nobility was based upon birth



2.Commoners were not slaves but bound to the land



   and service to their “lord” or “seigneur”



3.Nobles or “aristocrats” ruled over their lands with force



4.Justice was determined by the nobility and was largely



   a local affair


B.The economy of Europe during the Middle Ages was based upon


    the “manorial system”



1.Land was controlled by the lord; the commoners (serfs or 



   peasants) worked the land and gave the lord part (usually a 



   great deal) of what they produced




a.Commoners often went hungry during years of bad




   harvests, floods, doubts etc.



2.Manors were largely self-sufficient

II.Around the 800s trade began to pick up and “trade fairs” were set up in places like Champagne.


A.Traveling merchants sold their wares outside on trade routes and 


cities began to grow again



1.As time went on this middle class began to grow




a.It was called the “bourgeoisie” 



2.Class structure in Europe


Aristocracy

L’haute Bourgeoisie

La Moyenne Bourgeoisie


La Petite Bourgeoisie


Note: this model obviously changed over time so the size of each class depends upon the period of history.  It is important, however, to remember that this model stayed largely in place until the 18th C. in the West and 20th C. in central and eastern Europe.  Classism was very much present until after WWI.  The importance of class in European history cannot be overstated.

III.During the 13th century capitalism began to evolve rapidly in two areas of Europe


A.The northern Italian city-states



1.Making money was not looked down on




a.Vestiges of Roman culture




b.Trade with Byzantium (Eastern Roman Empire)




c.Location



2.Trade was extremely lucrative




a.Could become very rich, very fast


B.In the Low Countries



1.Centers of commerce



2.Location: rivers/link between interior and sea (and Britain)



3.After the Protestant Reformation 16th C, money-making 



  seen as positive




a.Wealth was a sign that God was pleased


C.Capitalism evolved rapidly as trade expanded



1.The concept of “capital” 



2.Accounting



3.Banking and checks



4.Insurance



5.Joint-stock ventures



6.Stock exchanges such as in Bruges


D.This allowed for even further expansion of trade

Q: What did they trade and where did the products they traded come from?

Q: Can products be connected to causality in terms of historical change?

Q: How far will people go to acquire what they need?

Q: How far will people go to acquire what they want?

Q: To what degree does economics influence historical change?

Q: To what degree does economics influence a society’s culture?
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