
A New Civilization Emerges in Western Europe 

 

Limited Government.   

• Western Europe remained politically divided. The Holy Roman Empire territories in German 

and Italy were controlled by local lords and city-states. The pope ruled in central Italy. 

Regional units prevailed in the Low Countries.  

• In strong feudal monarchies power was limited by the church, aristocratic military strength, 

and developing urban centers.  King John of England in 1215 was forced to recognize feudal 

rights in the Magna Carta.   

• Parliaments, bodies representing privileged groups, emerged in Catalonia in 1000. In 

England a parliament, operating from 1265, gained the right to rule on taxation and related 

policy matters. Most members of societies were not represented, but the creation of 

representative bodies was the beginning of an distinctive political process not present in 

other civilizations.   

• Despite the checks, European rulers made limited progress in advancing central authority.  

Their weakness was demonstrated by local wars turning into larger conflicts, such as the 

Hundred Years War of the 14th century between the French and English. 

 

The West's Expansionist Impulse   

• From the 11th century Germanic knights and agricultural settlers changed the population 

and environmental balance in eastern Germany and Poland.   

• In Spain and Portugal small Christian states in the 10th century began the reconquest of 

the Iberian peninsula from Muslims.   

• Viking voyagers crossed the Atlantic to Iceland, Greenland, and Canada.   

• The most dramatic expansion occurred during the Crusades against Muslims in the Holy 

Land. Christian warriors seeking salvation and spoils established kingdoms in the Holy Land 

enduring into the 13th century.  Their presence helped to expose Europeans to cultural and 

economic influences from Byzantium and Islam 

 

Religious Reform and Evolution.   

• The Catholic church went through several periods of decline and renewal. The 

church’s wealth and power often led its officials to become preoccupied with secular matters.   

• Monastic orders and popes from the 11th century worked to reform the church.  Leaders, 

such as St. Francis of Assisi, purified monastic orders and gave new spiritual vigor to the 

church.   

• Pope Gregory VII attempted to free the church from secular interference by stipulating that 

priests remain unmarried and that bishops not be appointed by the state.   

 

Theology: Assimilating Faith and Reason.   

• Absolute faith in god's word was stressed, but it was held that human reason contributed to 

the understanding of religion and the natural order.  Peter Abelard in 12th-century Paris 

utilized logic to demonstrate contradictions in doctrine.  Many church leaders opposed such 

endeavors and emphasized the role of faith for understanding religious mysteries.   

• The debates matched similar tensions within Islam concerning philosophical and scientific 

traditions. In Europe there were increasing efforts to bridge this gap.  By the 12th century 

the debate flourished in universities, opening intellectual avenues not present in other 

civilizations.  In China, for example, a single path was followed.   

• By the 13th century western thinkers had created a synthesis of medieval learning.  Thomas 

Aquinas of Paris in his Summas held that faith came first, but that human reason allowed a 

greater understanding of natural order, moral law, and the nature of god.   

• Medieval philosophy did not encourage scientific endeavor, but a few scholars, as Roger 

Bacon, did important experimental work in optics and other fields. 

 

Popular Religion.   

• Pagan practices endured and blended into Christianity. 



 

 

Religious Themes in Art and Literature.   

• Christian art and architecture reflected both popular and formal themes. Religious ideas 

dominated painting, with the early stiff and stylized figures changing by the 14th and 15th 

centuries to more realistic portrayals that included secular scenes.   

• Architecture followed Roman models. A Romanesque style had rectangular buildings 

surmounted by domes.   

• During the 11th century the Gothic style appeared, producing soaring spires and arched 

windows requiring great technical skills.   

• Literature and music equally reflected religious interest.  Latin writings dealt with philosophy, 

law, and politics. Vernacular literature developed, incorporating themes from the past, such 

as the English Beowulf and the French Song of Roland.  Contemporary secular themes were 

represented in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales. Courtly poets (troubadours) in 14th-century 

southern France portrayed courtly love. 

 

New Strains in Rural Life.   

• The more complex economy increased landlord-peasant tensions. From then until the 19th 

century there were recurring struggles between the two groups. Peasants wanted more 

freedom and control of land, while landlords wanted higher revenues. In general, peasant 

conditions improved and landlord controls weakened.  

• Although agriculture remained technologically backward when compared to other societies, it 

had surpassed previous levels. 

 

Growth of Trade and Banking.   

• Urban growth promoted more specialized manufacturing and commerce. Banking was 

introduced by Italian businessmen. The use of money spread rapidly. Large trading and 

banking operations clearly were capitalistic. Europeans traded with other world regions, 

particularly via Italian Mediterranean merchants, for luxury goods and spices.   

• Within Europe raw materials and manufactured items were exchanged. Cities in northern 

Germany and southern Scandinavia formed the Hanseatic League to encourage commerce. 

• European traders still generally remained less venturesome and wealthy than their Islamic 

counterparts.  

• The weakness of Western governments allowed merchants a freer hand than in many 

civilizations. Cities were ruled by commercial leagues, and rulers allied with them against the 

aristocracy. Apart from taxation and borrowing, governments left merchants alone, allowing 

them to gain an independent role in society.   

• Most peasants and landlords were not enmeshed in a market system.   

• In cities the characteristic institution was the merchant or artisan guild. Guilds grouped 

people in similar occupations, regulated apprenticeships, maintained good workmanship, and 

discouraged innovations. They played an important political and social role in cities.  

Manufacturing and commercial methods in Europe improved, but they did not attain Asian 

levels in iron making and textile production.  

• By the late Middle Ages the western medieval economy contained contradictory elements.  

Commercial and capitalistic trends jostled the slower rural economy and guild protectionism. 

 

Limited Sphere for Women.   

• As elsewhere, increasing complexity of social and economic life limited women's roles.  

Women's work remained vital to families.   

• Christian emphasis on spiritual equality remained important, while female monastic groups 

offered a limited alternative to marriage. Veneration of the Virgin Mary and other female 

religious figures gave positive role models for women.   

• Still, even though women were less restricted than females within Islam, they lost ground. 

They were increasingly hemmed in by male-dominated organizations. 

• By the close of the Middle Ages patriarchal structures were firmly established. 


