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Most people know that the feudal system controlled property ownership 

in England after the Norman conquest of 1066, but without a real 

understanding of what that means. Feudalism (the term was not actually used 

until the 17th century) was a social as well as an economic system. It 

combined elements of Germanic tradition with both Roman and Church law. It 

is a law of conquerors. The basis of English feudalism was that every person's 

position in society was defined through a relationship with land, because land 

was the major source of revenue and the real source of power. 

Prior to the Conquest, two types of land holdings were known in 

England:  the Celtic, and later, the Germanic or Saxon. Under Celtic custom, 

all land was held by the sword. There were no legal institutions to protect 

ownership, only the owner's ability to hold it. Under the Saxon system, land 

ownership was tied to families. Land was not held of any superior and was not 

allowed to leave family possession. This form of holding was called folk-land. 

Folk-land was measured by dividing it into large counties that were then 

subdivided into hundreds. Later, as Saxon law was influenced by Roman law 

and the Christian Church, two other holdings developed:  book-land, land that 

was a gift from a superior, and laen-land, land that was loaned to someone 

outside the family unit in exchange for something.  

This changed with the Norman conquest. William the Conqueror and 

his successors, claimed ownership of all the land in England, and everyone 

else held their land either directly or indirectly from the King. The King then 

entered into agreements with his most important lords (at first, those who 

commanded the most troops), whereby they were given certain lands to rule 

in exchange for services to the Crown. These agreements were called 

tenures. The lords were tenants in chief, and the services they rendered were 

usually military. The tenants in chief would then enter into similar agreements 

with others, who would do the same on down the line. This process was 



called subinfeudation, and it resulted in a pyramidal structure of land holding. 

Anyone below the King who granted lands to others in exchange for services 

was a mesne lord (intermediate lord), and the one in actual possession of the 

land was a tenant in demesne or vassal. The vassal was said to be seised of 

the fief; seisin being the possessory use of land. Seisin was created by 

feoffment with livery of seisin, a ceremony that took place on the land, in 

which the lord formally handed over use symbolically with a clod of earth. 

 Two other ceremonies, homage and fealty were also performed. 

These were the most significant features of the feudal relationship. Homage 

was the oath by which the vassal became the "man" of the lord. The vassal 

placed his hands between those of the lord and pledged service, loyalty, and 

devotion, and the lord pledged protection of the vassals rights. Land could be 

held without the giving of homage. Women could not give homage, but could 

receive it, and ecclesiastics did not give homage since they were already 

"men of God. Fealty was merely an promise to be faithful and honest, and 

was a part of every homage ceremony. Everyone who held land pledged 

fealty.  

 Tenures were divided into three categories:  military, economic, and 

religious. Military tenures were of three types. Knight service required the 

vassal to provide armored knights in a number appropriate to the worth of the 

fief, for 40 days per year. This was strictly required for only about 100 years. 

Scutage, literally "shield money," was a cash payment made in lieu of knight 

service by vassals who had more cash than men. The third type of tenure was 

sergeanty, which was a ceremonial service claimed only by the King or very 

great lords. Grand sergeanty was an honorific personal service, and petty 

sergeanty was a non-personal service.  

Economic tenures were of two types. Socage was a payment in money 

or in kind (i.e. goods). Although this looks like the modern concept of rent, it 

was different in several important ways, especially in the mutual obligations 

that existed between the lord and vassal. This was the holding of the class of 

sokemen, who were peasants, but above the class of villeins. In cases where 

the lord wished to make a gift of land, the socage would be nominal, such as 



a peppercorn paid yearly. Tenure paid in labor was villeinage. The peasants 

who worked the majority of the land were villeins, from vill, or village. Their 

tenure was called a copyhold.  Villeins could be free or unfree. Unfree villeins 

were serfs and were not allowed to leave the land without the lord's 

permission.  At first, most villeins were unfree, but this gradually changed after 

the plague of the mid-fourteenth century.  

Religious communities and the Church could owe knight service or 

socage like any other vassal, but there were other services that they alone 

could be called on to perform. The main one was frankalmoign, a duty to pray 

for the lord's soul. Lands held under frankalmoign were subject only to 

ecclesiastical courts and enjoyed other benefits.  

Besides tenures, the feudal lord also had a right to claim other benefits, 

called incidents, which included taxes. The most commonly claimed incidents 

are listed here. Aids were taxes levied in times of great financial need. These 

were limited by the Magna Carta in 1215 and from that time on could only be 

raised to ransom the lord if he was captured in battle, upon the knighting of 

the lord's eldest son, and for the dower of the lord's eldest daughter. Relief 

was an inheritance tax levied upon the death of a vassal. If the vassal was a 

villein, this was called heriot, and payment was the "best beast" of the holding. 

Wardships and marriages gave the lord the right to control minor and female 

heirs when a vassal died. The selling of noble wardships and women in 

marriage could turn a quick profit. Escheat was the reversion of the land to the 

lord if a vassal either committed a "felony," i.e. a gross breach of his oath of 

homage, or died without an heir. When a villein's daughter married or his son 

entered the Church, he had to pay a tax called merchet.  

Then, as now, the desire to avoid paying taxes was a motivating factor, 

especially among the wealthy. Subinfeudation was one way of doing this. If a 

tenant in demesne became a mesne lord with vassals under him, he still owed 

his tenures, but was relieved of incidents. As a result of this rule, 

subinfeudation became very popular. To stem the practice, which was 

reducing tax revenues, Edward I persuaded Parliament to pass the Statute 

Quia Emptores in 1290. This law forbade further subinfeudation and also 



established precisely what types of incidents could be claimed. Henry VIII 

forced passage of the Statute of Uses in 1536, which set up courts to enforce 

the collection of incidents.  

   The passage of the Statute Quia Emptores had a much more 

profound effect than King Edward could have imagined. It made land 

marketable. Without subinfeudation, tenures became frozen in amount and 

lands began to flow up the pyramid through escheats. This forced the lords to 

accept substitutions of one vassal for another. In time this became a driving 

force, and free "alienation" of land became the rule. Edward I had also passed 

the Statute De Donis Conditionibus in 1285. This law gave children an 

absolute right to succeed their parents in the rights to land holdings, which in 

turn created multiple legal interests in a single piece of land. Another factor in 

changing the system was the Great Plague of 1349. After the plague, labor 

was in short supply, and villeins were in a position to demand freedom and 

wages. Lords were forced to hire workers for pay, wages rose, and the law of 

supply and demand wrought dramatic changes on the economy, which 

became steadily more dependent on capital and less dependant on land.i[xiii] 

By the 15th century, feudalism was gone, though the forms and words 

continued as a formality. Capitalism began its climb to ascendancy, and in 

1660, feudalism was formally ended with the abolition of tenures and 

incidents.  

The picture of feudalism given here is painted with a broad brush. A 

well-read scholar on the subject would undoubtedly take issue with some of 

the oversimplifications I have made. I hope that you, gentle readers, will 

forgive my generalizations. For my purpose is merely to familiarize you with 

the basic terms and concepts of this complex system, so that you will be 

better informed as to the meanings of the words you speak and the 

ceremonies in which you participate as part of your life in the current middle 

ages.  

 
                                                 
 


