
The power of the English monarchy 
In 1060 the king was Edward the Confessor. He was the most powerful person in 
Anglo-Saxon England and governed the country.  

Powers of the king and duties of the people 

The king had the power to make new laws and to ensure that they were enforced 
throughout the country. The king also controlled the production of silver pennies, 
used as money. He owned large estates and could grant land to his followers and take land away 
from those who acted against him. The king had the power to raise a national army and fleet and 
could decide when taxes should be paid. There was a national taxation system to deliver taxes to he 
king.  

Anglo-Saxon people had many duties, including obeying the laws of the king as passed down through 
his representatives. They had to use the kings coins, and forgery was regarded as a very serious 
crime. People were also obliged to pay tax in return for their land, or risk fines or forfeiture. Land-
holders had to provide and equip fighters for the army or fleet or they would forfeit their land or 
be fined. Every boy had to swear an oath (a solemn promise to do something. Anglo-Saxons swore 
oaths on relics to make them especially binding) to be faithful to the king when they turned 12 
years of age. The oath was administered by the shire reeve. The shire reeve was an official of the 
king who managed the kings estates, collected taxes and was in charge of the local courts.  

Power of Edward the Confessor 

Anglo-Saxon kings held their power because of their control of armies. Although Edward the Con-
fessor was not a warrior king, he did have the backing of his earls, especially Earl Godwin, to pro-
tect England. Kings who were warriors could claim legitimacy because they could hand out conquered 
land to their allies. Although Edward did not have military successes, he did claim legitimacy for 
other reasons.  

1. Edward was a respected law maker. People valued kings who were able to keep the peace be-
tween families as if fighting broke out then it affected everybody.  

2. Edward the Confessor was also very religious. Anglo-Saxon kings claimed a special link to God. 
They were anointed as a representative of Christ on Earth. A worthy king could bring God's 
blessing to his country.  

Limits to the king’s power 

Although Anglo-Saxon kings ruled the whole of England, half the country was Anglo-Danish and was 
known as the Danelaw. Many of its inhabitants were descended from Viking invaders. Although they 
accepted Edward’s rule, many wanted to be ruled by local men and their own laws and customs.  

Edward the Confessor also found there limits to his power as a result of Earl Godwin of Wessex. 
Wessex was one of the richest earldom and Earl Godwin and his family were as rich as the king. Alt-
hough loyal to the king, Godwin was stronger militarily than Edward and pressured the king to fa-
vour him with religious and political appointments. The tensions between the two powerful men can 
be seen in 1050 when a travelling embassy from Boulogne was attacked by the people of Dover. God-
win refused Edward’s order to punish the attackers. Consequently, Edward enlisted the help of the 
Earl’s of Northumbria and Mercia and forced Godwin into exile. In 1051 Godwin returned with a 
fleet and an army and asked for his earldom back. Edward accepted as he did not want to start a 
war.  

TASKS: 

1. Complete the worksheet on the power of the monarchy. 

2. Complete all keywords in your glossary. 

3. Describe two features of the power of the monarchy (4 marks).  


