
The nature of feudalism 
 
 
Feudalism is the name given to the system of government William I 
introduced to England after he defeated Harold at the Battle of 
Hastings. Feudalism became a way of life in Medieval England and 
remained so for many centuries. 

 
William could not rule every part of the country 
himself – this was physically impossible. Not only was 
travel difficult and slow in the eleventh century, he 
was also still Duke of Normandy and he had to return 
to Normandy to maintain his control of this land in 
France. Therefore, he had to leave the country for 
weeks at a time. He needed a way of controlling 
England so that the people remained loyal. 

 
While Anglo-Saxon landholding had grown very complex over the 
centuries, William’s introduction of what we call feudalism made 
things simple. The king owned all the 
land. William claimed this was just as it 
had been under Edward the Confessor, 
but this was not the case. In Anglo-Saxon 
England, many people owned their land 
and were able to pass it on to their heirs. 
But, in Norman England, when a 
landholder died, the heir had to prove his or her loyalty to the king 
before they were allowed to reclaim it, as well as paying the knight for 
the right to use the land. This payment was called a relief.  
 

The relief system encouraged loyalty to the king. 
During William’s rule, the king could decide how much 
the relief should be. That meant that he could reward 
his most loyal followers by agreeing with them that 
their heirs would only have to pay quite small reliefs. 
The, when the new heir took over tenure of the land, 

they had to pay the relief and also perform a ceremony of homage to 
the king. The king could also threaten difficult or disobedient 
landholders with high reliefs, which might make it impossible for their 
sons to take over their estates when they died. 
 

William was not bringing this system over Normandy: it 
was a new situation for Normans too. In Normandy, the 
barons had been used to their heirs inheriting their land 
as a matter of course. Since Normans were obsessed 

with building up their family’s power and passing that power onto 
their sons, relief gave the king a lot of leverage. For William, reliefs 
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were a key part of his strategy for reducing the power of potential 
challengers for the throne. However, reliefs quickly became a major 
source of discontent because the king could use them to make money 
as well as reward loyal followers. 
 
When William granted land to a tenant-in-chief, an important 
ceremony of homage took place. The baron knelt before the king, put 
his hands between the king’s hands, and said:’ I become your man.’ He 
then placed his hands onto the Bible and promised to remain faithful 
for the rest of his life. The tenant-in-chief carried out similar 
ceremonies with his tenants. 
 
Labour services was about working the lord’s lands in return for the 
use of land. The peasants would farm this land on top of their land 
service, for their own benefit. These jobs included ploughing the lord’s 
fields, sowing the lord’s crops and harvesting them when they were 
grown. In the event that a land-use did not provide the service 
required of them, whether military of land service, they could forfeit 
their land. These were punishments for breaking he relationship 
between the landholder and his or her tenant. It was designed to 
protect the lord’s interest.  
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