
In the Middle Ages, were vassals autonomous or even independent from the king?

In the Middle Ages, the autonomy of vassals from the king depended heavily on the historical 
context, the kingdom in question, and the specific period. Generally, under the feudal system, 
vassals enjoyed considerable autonomy, even near independence, in the management of their lands, 
except for certain specific obligations to the king. 

1. Significant autonomy of vassals

The vassals, in particular the great lords, possessed sovereign rights over their fief: 

 Justice : They administered justice on their lands, sometimes with independent manorial 
courts. 

 Economy and taxation: They collected taxes and duties (tonlieu, banalities, census, etc.).
 Administration: They appointed their own officers (bailiffs, provosts, seneschals). 
 Local diplomacy: Some great lords maintained diplomatic relations independent of the 

king, signed treaties or waged war against other lords.

2. Independence varies depending on the era and the kingdom

 Early Middle Ages (9th-11th centuries): Feudalism was highly fragmented, and royal 
power was often weak. The great lords (dukes, counts) were true sovereigns in their domains. For 
example, in France, under the last Carolingians, the Robertians and the dukes of Normandy and 
Aquitaine were virtually independent. 

 12th-13th century: Kings (notably in France under Philip Augustus and Saint Louis) 
begin to assert their authority and limit the autonomy of vassals. 

 Late Middle Ages (14th-15th century): The monarchy strengthens its power (progressive
centralization). The Hundred Years' War and the end of traditional feudalism mark the king's 
takeover of the great fiefs. 

3. A military and symbolic subordination

Although vassals enjoyed a great deal of autonomy, they owed loyalty to the king and paid him 
homage. They were also required to provide troops in the event of war. However, some powerful 
vassals could challenge this obligation, leading to rebellions or feudal conflicts. 

In conclusion, vassals were highly autonomous in the management of their lands and sometimes 
virtually independent, but they remained theoretically subordinate to the king, particularly in 
military matters and symbolic loyalty. 



In the Middle Ages, which authority was competent in matters of agriculture, coinage, 
military affairs, diplomacy, justice, education, health, trade, transportation, and 
development? 

In the Middle Ages, powers were fragmented and distributed among different authorities 
depending on the region, the era, and the political structures in place (kingdoms, lordships, Church, 
communes, etc.). Here is an overview of the main authorities responsible in the areas you mention: 

1. Agriculture: Feudal lords had authority over the land and supervised the peasants (serfs 
and tenants). The Church also owned vast agricultural estates. 

2. Minting: This was a prerogative of the king, but some great lords and even towns also 
had the right to mint their own coins with royal consent.

3. Military: The army was under the command of the king, but feudal lords were required to
provide troops in case of war. Military orders (e.g., Knights Templar, Hospitallers) also had 
influence. 

4. Diplomacy: Mainly the responsibility of the king, but certain great lords and the Church 
could negotiate agreements at their level. 

5. Justice: Manorial justice regulated local matters, but the king had royal justice for more 
important cases. The Church also managed a judicial system (ecclesiastical justice). 

6. Education: The Church (bishops, monasteries, universities) was the primary educational 
authority. The first medieval universities (e.g., Paris, Bologna, Oxford) were under its influence. 

7. Health: The Church, through monasteries and religious orders, ran hospitals and 
provided healthcare. Some cities had municipal health facilities. 

8. Trade: Mainly regulated by trade guilds, lords (tolls, taxes), and cities (fairs, markets). 
The major merchant leagues (e.g., the Hanseatic League) also played a key role. 

9. Transportation: Roads and rivers were controlled by lords (tolls). Cities and certain 
religious orders also maintained infrastructure. 

10. Development: Mainly under the responsibility of the lords and towns, who decided on 
the construction of fortifications, mills, hydraulic works, etc.

This system of distribution of powers was therefore complex and evolved according to periods and 
places.



When did the centralization of power at the level of the French state begin?

The centralization of power in France occurred gradually over several centuries, but we can identify
several key milestones: 

1.Middle Ages (11th-15th centuries): birth of the monarchical state 
 From the 12th century onwards, the Capetian kings (notably Philip Augustus and Saint 

Louis) gradually strengthened their authority in the face of the great lords. 
 The Hundred Years' War (1337-1453) helped to unify the kingdom under the authority of 

the king. 

2. Modern period (16th-18th centuries): strengthening of absolutism 
 Francis I (1515-1547) centralized the administration by imposing French as the official 

language (Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts, 1539). 
 Richelieu, under Louis XIII, weakened the power of the nobles and the Protestants. 
 Louis XIV (1643-1715) embodied the height of absolutism with the complete 

centralization of power at Versailles and the abolition of local privileges. 

3. Revolution and 19th century: administrative centralization 
 The French Revolution (1789) abolished the privileges of the provinces and created a 

highly centralized state with departments (1790). 
 Napoleon I (1804-1815) further reinforced this centralization with the establishment of 

prefects in 1800 and a very bureaucratic State 

4. 20th century: centralization maintained despite attempts at decentralization
 Under the Third Republic (1870-1940), the State strengthened its role, particularly in 

education and public services. 
 Decentralization began timidly in the 1980s with the Defferre laws (1982-1983) which 

gave more autonomy to local authorities.

Centralization in France was thus built over several centuries, reaching its peak under the Ancien 
Régime and Napoleon, and remaining a strong characteristic of the French state despite the 
decentralization reforms of the 20th century.



Can we compare the relationship between a king and the great lords of the feudal era to the 
current political system between a federal state and a federated state? 

Yes, it is possible to draw a comparison between the relationship between a king and the great lords 
in the feudal era and the current political system between a federal state and its federated states, but 
with important nuances. 

Common points:

1. Power sharing
 In the feudal system, the king shared his authority with the great lords, who exercised 

significant power over their lands. 
 In a federal state, power is divided between the central state and the federated states, 

which have their own government and specific powers. 

2. Local autonomy
 Feudal lords had a great deal of autonomy over their fiefs, administering justice, levying 

taxes and organizing their own army. 
 Federal states also have certain exclusive powers, such as local legislation, education or 

police in certain countries.

3. Relationships of subjection and cooperation
 The king was theoretically the overlord of the lords, but his authority could be contested.
 In a federal state, the central government can impose laws, but there is cooperation and 

sometimes tension with the federated states.

Major differences:

1. Nature of power 
 Feudal power was based on personal ties (vassaldom, homage, oath of loyalty), while 

federal states operated according to an impersonal constitution and laws. 

2. Sovereignty
 Under feudalism, the great lords could sometimes act as quasi-independent sovereigns, or 

even come into conflict with the king. 
 In a federal system, federated states remain subordinate to the national constitution and 

cannot, in principle, secede (except for historical exceptions such as the American Civil War). 

3. Evolution towards a modern state
 Feudalism was based on a fragmentation of power and weak centralization. 
 Federal states are the result of a desire for unification and rational organization of power.

In summary, there is an analogy between these systems regarding the distribution of power, but the 
principles and operation differ widely due to the evolution of political and legal institutions.



Can we compare a tribal system to the current political system between a federal state and a 
federated state?

Yes, a comparison can be made between a tribal system and a modern political system, particularly 
in the context of the relationship between the federal state and federated states, although the 
differences remain significant. Here are some points of comparison: 

1. Organization of power
 Tribal system: Power is often distributed among several clans or families, each with a 

certain autonomy. Decision-making can be collective (council of elders) or centralized around a 
tribal chief. 

 Federal and federated states: In a federal state, power is shared between the central 
government and the federated states, which have a certain autonomy but remain subject to the 
federal constitution. 

2. Autonomy and sovereignty
 Tribes: Tribes often operate autonomously, with their own rules and customs, although 

some may recognize a higher authority. 
 Federated states: They have their own government and legislation in certain areas, but 

they are subordinate to the federal state for sovereign matters (defense, currency, diplomacy, etc.). 

3. Legality and structuring of power
 Tribes: Rules are often based on tradition, custom, and sometimes customary law. 
 Federal and federated state: Laws are formalized and framed by a constitution and 

democratic institutions. 

4. Conflict management
 Tribal system: Conflicts are often resolved through traditional mechanisms, such as 

mediation by elders or alliances between tribes. 
 Federal and federated states: There are judicial institutions that arbitrate conflicts 

between the federal state and the federated states. 

Major differences
 In a tribal system, authority often rests on social and customary legitimacy, whereas in a 

federal state it rests on a constitution and formal institutions. 
 A federal state operates with a structured legal system, whereas a tribal system relies more 

on oral traditions and interpersonal relationships. 

Conclusion

Although the tribal system may share similarities with a federal structure (e.g., local autonomy, 
distributed power), it is fundamentally different due to the absence of formal state structures and 
modern legal foundations. However, some federal states, particularly those with Indigenous 
populations, may incorporate tribal elements into their political organization (e.g., the United States 
with its Native American tribes, Canada with its First Nations). 


