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In England, several changes in the 12th and 13th centuries helped weaken feudalism.  A famous document known as the Magna Carta, or Great Charter, dates from this time.  The Magna Carta was a written agreement that limited the king’s power and strengthened the rights of nobles.  As feudalism declined, the Magna Carta took on a much broader meaning and contributed to ideas about individual rights and liberties in England.

The disease was the bubonic plague, or the Black Death.  The plague swept across Asia in the 1300s and reached Europe in 1347.  Over the next two centuries, this terrifying disease killed millions in Europe.  It struck all kinds of people—rich and poor, young and old, town dwellers and country folk.  Almost everyone who caught the plague died within days.  In some places, whole communities were wiped out.  The deaths of so many people lead to sweeping economic and social changes.

The Black Death—Symptoms, or signs of the plague included a fever, vomiting, fierce coughing and sneezing fits, and egg-sized swellings or bumps.  The name Black Death probably came from the black and blue blotches that appeared on the skin of many victims.


At the time, though, no one knew where the disease came from or how it spread.  Terrified people falsely blamed the plague on everything from the positions of the planets to lepers and Jews.


Some historians estimate that 24 million Europeans died as a result of the plague—about a third of the population.  The deaths of so many people speeded changes in Europe’s economic and social structure that contributed to the decline of feudalism.
Between 1337 and 1453, France and England fought a series of wars known as the Hundred Years’ War.  This conflict changed the way wars were fought and shifted power from feudal lords to monarchs and common people.

English kings had long claimed lands in France as their own fiefs.  French kings disputed these claims.  When Philip VI of France declared that the French fiefs of England’s King Edward III were part of his own realm, war broke out in France.

The Impact of the Hundred Years’ War—The Hundred Years’ War contributed to the decline of feudalism by helping to shift power form feudal lords to monarchs and common people. During the war, monarchs on both sides had collected taxes and raised large professional armies.  As a result, kings no longer relied on nobles to supply knight for the army.

Political Developments In England--The story begins with King Henry II, who reigned (England) from 1154 to 1189.


Henry made legal reform a central concern of his reign.  For example, he insisted that a jury formally accuse a person of a serious crime.  Cases were then tried before a royal judge.  Henry’s reforms strengthened the power of royal courts at the expense of feudal lords.  In this time, trial by judges and juries replaced trial by ordeal and combat.


Henry’s effort to strengthen royal authority lead to a serious conflict with the church In 1164, Henry issued the Constitution of Clarendon, a document that he said spelled out the king’s traditional rights.  Among them was the right to try clergy accused of serious crimes in royal courts rather than in church courts.


Henry’s action lead to a long, bitter quarrel with his friend Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury.  In 1170, four knights, perhaps seeking the king’s favor, killed Becket in front of the main alter of Canterbury Cathedral.  Becket’s tomb soon became a popular destination for pilgrimages.  In 1173, the church proclaimed him a saint.  Still, most of the Constitutions of Clarendon remained in force.


King John and the Magna Carta--  In 1199, Henry’s youngest son, John, became king.  John soon made powerful enemies by losing most of the lands the English had controlled in France.  He also taxed the barons heavily and ignored their traditional rights, arresting opponents at will.  In additional John quarreled with the church and collected large amounts of money from its properties.


In June 1215, angry barons forced a meeting with King John in a meadow called Runnymede, beside the River Thames.  There they insisted that John put his seal on the Magna Carta, or Great Charter.


The charter was an agreement between the barons and the king.  The barons agreed that the king could continue to rule.  For his part, King John agreed to observe common law and the traditional rights of barons and the church.  For example, he promised to consult the barons and church officials before imposing special taxes.  He also agreed that “no free man” could be jailed except by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land.  This idea eventually became a key part of English common law known as habeas corpus.


In many ways, the Magna Carta protected the rights and privileges of nobles.  Later, it took on a much broader meaning as people in the foundations of their rights and liberties.


King Edward I and the Model Parliament-- In 1295, Edward I, King John’s grandson, took a major step toward including more people in government.  Edward called together a governing body called the Model Parliament.  It included commoners and lower-ranking clergy as well as church officials and nobles.


These political changes contributed to the decline of feudalism in two ways.  Some of the changes strengthened royal authority at the expense of nobles.  Others weakened feudalism by shifting power to common people.


The Magna Carta established the idea of rights and liberties that even the king cannot violate.  It also affirmed that monarchs should rule with the advice of the governed.  Henry II’s legal reforms strengthened English common law and the role of judges and juried.  Finally, Edward I’s Model Parliament gave a voice in government to common people as well as lords.  All these ideas became part of the tradition that later gave rise to modern democratic institutions.
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