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PART I
WESTERN CIVILIZATION IN THE
MIDDLE AGES

(500-1500)

The term“Middle Ages” was coined by Europeans in the seventeenth century
to express their view that a long and dismal period of interruption extended
between the glorious accomplishments of classical Greece and Rome and
their own “modern age. ” But no serious scholar now used this term with the
sense of contempt it once had. After the fall of Rome, three new civilizations
fell heir to the Classical tradition; Christian civilization in Western Europe;
Byzantine civilization in Asia Minor, the Balkan Peninsula, and Russia; and
Islamic civilization in the Middle East and North Africa. Although the
Byzantine civilization came to an end in 1453, the Islamic civilization has
continued to exist without major interruption right up to the present. The
history of Western Europe in the Middle Ages is conventionally divided into
three parts: the Early Middle Ages; the High Middle Ages; and the Late
Middle Ages. The Early Middle Ages (600-1050) came closest to appearing
like an interval of darkness, for the level of material and intellectual
accomplishment was very low. But even during the Early Middle Ages
important foundations were being laid for the future: Western Europe was
beginning to develop its own distinct sense of cultural identity. The High
Middle Ages (1050-1300) was one of the most creative epochs in the history
of human endeavor. Europeans greatly improved their standard of living ,
established enduring national states, developed new institutions of learning
1



and modes of thought, and created magnificent works of literature and art.
During the Late Middle Ages (1300-1500) the survival of many high-medieval
accomplishments was threatened by numerous disasters, particularly profound
economic depression and lethal plague. But people in the Late Middle Ages
rose above adversity, held on to what was most valuable in their inheritance
and created new institutions and thought-patterns to fit their new
circumstances. The Middle Ages can be studied profitably for the fundamental

contributions they made to the development of the western modern world.



CHAPTER ONE
THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

After the fall of the Roman Empire, three new civilizations fell heir to the
Greco-roman tradition and each was marked by a distinctive religious belief:
Roman (or Catholic) Christianity in Western Europe; Eastern ( or Orthodox)
Christianity in Asia Minor, the Balkan Peninsula, and Russia; and Islam in
the Middle East and North Africa. And these three successor civilizations
differed from their common parent in two fundamental ways: they were
based on peasants’ willing labor ( although slavery remained important, it no
longer provided a principal support to their economic systems), and the

Christian and Muslim visions of life after death.
THE ROMANO-GERMANIC CHRISTIANIZED WEST

The West in the Early Middle Ages is a Romano-Germanic Christianized
West. Its civilization rose out of the dissolution of the Western Roman
Empire and was formed by the coalescence of three major elements: the
Germanic peoples who moved into the western Empire and established new
kingdoms, the continuing attraction of classical culture, and the Christian
church. Christianity was the most distinctive and most powerful component
of the new medieval civilization. The church assimilated the classical
tradition and through its clergy, especially the monks, brought Christianized
3



civilization to the Germanic tribes.

The Germanic Society

The New Kingdoms In the last two centuries of the Roman Empire,
Germanic military leaders dominated the Roman imperial courts, treating the
Roman emperors as puppet rulers under their control. One such Germanic
leader Odoacer deposed the last Roman emperor Romulus Augustulus in 476
and began to rule on his own. Meanwhile, another German tribe, the
Ostrogoths, under their chief Theodoric (493-526 ), marched into Italy,
killed Odoacer, and established control of Italy in 493.

By 500, a series of small kingdoms ruled by German monarchs were
established in the Western Roman Empire ( Map 1.1): the Ostrogothic
kingdom of Italy, the Visigothic kingdom of Spain, the Frankish kingdom,
and Anglo-Saxon England.

Map 1.1 The Main Germanic Kingdoms

The Germans and Romans Early medieval Europe was founded upon a new
community of peoples, which included both the former subjects of the
Empire and the “barbarians” (the Romans called Germans “ barbarians”

because of their unintelligible languages and strange customs). The Germans

4



did not exterminate the Roman aristocratic classes or establish their own
aristocracy; rather, they gradually intermarried and made use of the
inhabitants’ skills. Great or humble, rich or poor, the Germans adopted the
Roman way of life, and this favored assimilation. The Germans also
reinforced certain characteristics of the early medieval: the destruction they
did and their apparent reluctance to settle in cities accelerated the decline of
urban life in the West; thus, the centers of economic, social, and cultural
life shifted to the countryside. This was a critical change, for in the Classical

world, the cities had dominated the economy and culture.

The social values of a society lie in part in the status women. In classical
time, females were devalued and powerless. Baby girls were more likely to
be abandoned or killed than were their brothers. Those who survived were
married at a young age, usually about 16, to men who were usually about 10
years older, and under unfavorable terms: the bride had to provide a
substantial dowry to the groom; many young Roman men were thus
persuaded to delay marriage until they could make the most profitable match.
Germanic society was much different in its treatment of women: German
women were praised for their chastity and fidelity ( but men of high position
took several wives) ; they were mature at first marriage, and their husbands
were equal in age; and the family of the groom paid a dowry to the bride,

which was hers to keep and to pass on to her heirs.

The Germans were also different in their attitude toward children. Classical
cultures were based on literacy and learning and required that heavy
investments be made in the young. But since Classical society was poor, the
Classical people chose to make that high investment, but in a limited number
of their children. The illiterate Germans, however, had another choice: they
raised many children, but invested little in them. And although the Germans
did not practise infanticide, they treated their children with benign neglect.
Children of rich and poor were raised with equal indifference. This contrast

helped assure that the Germanic peoples would eventually overwhelm the
5



Roman world by sheer numbers.

The Germanic Social Structure and Law The crucial social bond among the
Gerﬁanic peoples was the family, especially the extended (or patriarchal)
family of husbands, wives, children, brothers, sisters, cousins, and
grandparents. Besides working the land together and passing it down to
succeeding generations, the extended family provided protection, which was

needed in the violent atmosphere.

The German conception of family affected their law. In the Roman system, a
crime was considered an offense against society or the state and was handled
by a court that heard evidence and made decisions. Germanic law tended to
be personal. An injury by one person against another could mean a blood
feud in which the family of the injured took revenge on the family of the
wrongdoer. It could lead to savage acts such as hacking off hands or feet,
gouging out eyes, or slicing off ears and noses. Because this system could
easily get out of control, an alternative system arose that made use of a fine,
which was paid by a wrongdoer to the family of the person he had injured or
killed. The fine varied considerably according to social status. An offense

against a nobleman cost more than one against a freeman or a slave.

To remember contracts between individual members of a community, the
Germans relied heavily on symbolic gestures publicly performed. In
conveying property, for example, the former owner would hand a twig or a
clod of earth to its recipient; witnesses would note the act and later testify to
its occurrence. However, the memory of witnesses was often unreliable. So
compurgation and the ordeal were often used in determining whether the
accused was guilty. In the practice of compurgation, 12 good men who
typically knew nothing at all about the facts at issue would swear to the
honest reputation and presumed innocence of the accused. In the practice of
ordeal, the accused person would step barefoot over hot irons or immerse a

hand in boiling water. If the feet or hand showed no severe burns, the
6



