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1.1 Introduction
The part of history which falls between 5th to 15th century 
AD is generally considered as middle ages or medieval 
history. This period began with fall of Roman Empire 
and continued till age of discovery, renaissance with 
emergence of lots of thinkers, writers and artists. Along 
with these developments this age also witnessed profound 
religious beliefs where all aspects of their life revolved 
around religion.

Nearly all thinkers emphasized on merging philosophy 
with religion which were more of authoritarian, rather being 
informative and rational. This made the society highly 
vulnerable to exploitation to various sectors of the society. 
Feudalism was central feature of this age which prevailed 
in the Europe.

1.2 Feudalism
Feudalism is derived from the word ‘feud’, which means 
‘conditional ownership of land’. It is defined as the system 
of political organization prevailing in Europe from the 
9th to about the 15th century AD having as its basis the 
relation of lord to vassal with all land held in fee and as 
chief characteristics homage, the service of tenants under 
arms and in court, warship and forfeiture. In other words 
Feudalism is a system of land ownership and duties. With 
feudalism, all the land in a kingdom was of the king’s. 
However, the king would give some of the land to the lords 
or nobles who fought for him.

The Feudal Hierarchy consisted of the King at the top. 
Noblemen below the King were also arranged in a hierarchy 
of overlords and subordinate lords. Every nobleman was a 
vassal, of and only of his overlord.

This hierarchical system was un-breachable i.e. a lower 
Lord would only follow commands of his immediate 
overlord and not of Lords further higher in the hierarchy.

Further, any Lord himself was not the direct owner of the 
land under him. He held land in the name of his overlord. 
Thus legally, all territory belonged to the King. Each Lord 
had his own soldiers and was the sole authority in his 
estate. Thus there was no central authority in functional 
terms and King was a central authority only in legal terms 
resulting in very little political unity.

The main reason for development of feudalism was lack of a 
single central political authority in Western Europe as it had 
disintegrated into many small and big kingdoms. In such a 
system the local lords started controlling the affairs of the 
society and in turn became more powerful than the King 
himself. This period spanned till the beginning of 16th century.

The kings found it difficult to administer vast areas of land. 
As a result, they parceled out their land among their vassals 
who assured the military assistance during the hour of need 
in return of the land ownership and enjoyment of rights which 
were transferred to them along with the land ownership.

It served its purpose for all those centuries quite well as the 
feudal lords became the guarantee of security of life and 
property of the people who inhibited their Fiefdom. However, 
with the passage of time, it outlived its utility when new 
changes took place in political, social and economic fields.

Causes of Decline of Feudalism
There are multiple problems which resulted in the decline 
of Feudalism. Since feudalism was based on the idea of 
land tenure paid for by governmental work, every process 
that tended to alter this adjustment tended also to displace 
feudalism. And also, feudalism had overreached its utility 
and outlived its necessity. Hence, decline followed when 
new changes took place.

Some of the main reasons for the decline of feudalism are:

Hundred Years’ War
Considerable manpower was a major requirement for the 
success of feudalism. Vassals and serfs worked the manor 
year in and year out, bound by law to a lifetime of labor. 
But when war broke out between England and France in 
1337, both nations undertook an unprecedented military 
buildup. This marked the start of the Hundred Years’ War, 
a series of intermittent conflicts that lasted until 1543. 
In both countries, the army swelled its ranks with feudal 
labourers. This led to increase in the value of commoners 
who was thought with much needed military skills which 
further resulted in undermining the manorial system.

Black Death (1348-49)
The bubonic plague broke out in Europe in 1340’s. This 
plague spread northwards from Italy and the bacterial 
infection known as the Black Death claimed at least a third 
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of Western Europe’s total population. With the young men 
of France and England off at war, agricultural output was 
already declining. Now there was a new challenge facing 
feudalism. Manor after manor suffered devastating losses. 
Conditions were so severe that despite the law that running 
away was punishable by law, a huge number of laborers 
ran away to larger cities.

Political Changes
Feudalism was a coercive system that granted few individual 
liberties. Ancient laws kept peasants tied to the land, making 
their labor compulsory. Yet over time, concepts of individual 
rights gradually gained footing, especially in England. The 
12th century reforms of Henry II, for instance, expanded the 
legal rights of a person facing trial. In 1215, King John was 
forced to approve the Magna Carta, a document obligating 
the crown to uphold common law.

Eighty years later, Edward I finally extended parliamentary 
membership to commoners. These developments 
gradually made the concept of agricultural servitude 
appear inexcusable.

King John

Social Unrest
By the 1350s, war and disease had reduced Europe’s 
population to the point that peasant labour had become 
quite valuable. Yet conditions for the serfs themselves 
remained largely unchanged. They were still heavily taxed 
on wages which were kept artificially low. Unable to survive 
in these circumstances, Europe’s peasants revolted. 
Between the 1350s and the 1390s, uprisings took place 
in England, Flanders (Dutch speaking northern portion of 
present Belgium), France, Italy, Germany and Spain. After 
an English revolt in 1381, Richard II promised to abolish 
serfdom. Though he later failed to keep his word, serfdom 
nonetheless died out in the next century.

Liberation of the Serfs
The liberation of the serfs due to enormous growth in trade 
and commence also greatly contributed to the decline 
of feudalism. With the growth of trade and commerce a 

number of new cities and towns grew which provided new 
opportunities for work. The serfs got an opportunity to free 
themselves of the feudal lords by taking up work in the 
new towns.

Holy Wars
In 1095, the Pope joined the Byzantine emperor in calling 
for a war in the name of God to liberate the Holy Land. 
Between 1095 and 1291, western European Christians 
planned and fought wars against Muslim cities on the 
coastal plains of the eastern Mediterranean (Levant). 
These wars were later designated as Crusades.

The Crusades greatly contributed to the decline of the feudal 
system. As a result of these wars the Europeans learnt the 
use of gun-powder from the Muslims. The discovery of 
gunpowder greatly undermined the importance of the feudal 
castles. As a result it was no more possible for the feudal 
lords to take shelter in these castles and defy the authority 
of the king.

Other Causes
Many other causes also led to decline of feudalism like:

• The Crusades and travel during the Middle Ages 
opened new trade options to England

• England started to move from land based economy to 
a money based economy

• The Peasants Revolt – Peasants realized their worth 
and demanded changes. Charters were granted but 
ignored by nobles

• More trade saw the growth of more towns

• Peasants moved away from the country into towns 
they were eventually allowed to buy their freedom

• Land was rented and the rights of lords over labour 
decreased

• The Feudal Levy was unpopular and as time went by 
Nobles preferred to pay the King rather than to fight 
and raise troops

• Armed men were paid a wage and Medieval warfare 
was financed by taxes and loans

• Nobles became weaker – the Kings took back their 
lands and power

1.3 Role of Church
In the late medieval period, there was an urge for the direct 
experience with God, whether through private, interior 
ecstasy or mystical illumination. Christ and the apostles 
presented an image of radical simplicity, and using the 
life of Christ as a model to be imitated, individuals began 
to organize themselves into apostolic communities. There 
was a growing sense of religion and a need to be with 
Christ and his followers.

3History of The World
An initiative of Group

B I G L E A R N I N G S M A D E E ASY



During the middle Ages, the Church was a major part of 
everyday life. The Church served to give people spiritual 
guidance and it served as their government as well. 
The Church was the single most dominant institution in 
medieval life, its influence pervading almost every aspect 
of people’s lives.

Its religious observances gave shape to the calendar; 
its sacramental rituals marked important moments in an 
individual’s life (including baptism, confirmation, marriage, 
penance, holy orders and the last rites); and its teachings 
underpinned mainstream beliefs about ethics, the meaning 
of life and the afterlife. Now, in the 20th century, the church’s 
role has diminished.

Pope
The headquarters of the Western Church was Rome. For 
most of the medieval period, this was the chief residence 
of the Pope. The Western Church maintained the status 
and powers in all spheres of human life.

Church System
The Catholic Church had its own laws, owned lands given 
to it by rulers, and could levy taxes. It was thus a very 
powerful institution which did not depend on the king. At 
the head of the western Church was the Pope. He lived in 
Rome. The Christians in Europe were guided by bishops 
and clerics – who constituted the first ‘order’. Most villages 
had their own church, where people assembled every 
Sunday to listen to the sermon by the priest and to pray 
together.

The first major division arose in the year 1054, known as 
the Great Eastern Schism (schism means division). Out 
of this schism, Christianity has been divided into two, 
Eastern Church and Western Church. The Eastern Church 
named itself as Eastern Orthodox Church, and the Western 
Church retained its name as Roman Catholic Church. The 
former refused to accept the central authority of the Pope 
over Universal Christianity.

The success of the Church as a dominant force can be 
attributed in no small measure to its highly developed 
organization, which over the course of the middle ages 
developed a sophisticated system of governance, law and 
economy. The institutional Church can be divided into two 
unequal parts: the larger of the two was the secular church, 
and the other was the regular church, so called because 
its members followed a monastic rule. The secular church, 
attended by the general population, was carved into 
regions governed by archbishops, and their territory was 
in turn divided into areas known as diocese, which were 
administered by bishops.

Religious Orders
Numerous other religious orders, some stricter and others 
more lenient, proliferated in the Middle Ages. These can 
be categorized as monastic orders, mendicant orders, 
and military orders.

Pilgrimages
In middle Ages, bodily remains of saints and objects 
associated with them were the star attractions for pilgrims. 
Pilgrimages to holy places enabled the faithful to atone 
from their sins, seek miraculous cures and extend their 
experience of the world.

Monasteries
Initially, the Monasteries were institutes of high learning 
and monks worked to uplift people’s moral life and for 
welfare of the poor. But soon, corruption crept into the 
monasteries. In the Middle Ages (600 AD to 1500 AD) the 
Church’s evils took the form of:

• Money for Church posts + Money for every ritual + 
Church owned and amassed huge property.

• Money for removing sins. For example, the Church 
started selling “Letters of Indulgence” which upon their 
purchase removed the need for doing pilgrimages for 
removal of sins.

• The Church was the only institution for education in 
the medieval time but becoming a Monk was the only 
future prospect this education offered. They taught in 
Latin which was not understood by the common man.

• Church made “once in a year” confession of sins to 
the Father compulsory and the breach of this rule 
mandated punishment.

• Pope, nuns, bishops etc., became corrupt and lived 
like princes.

Logic, Reason and Science were discouraged. There 
was wide belief in witches, superstition and magic. 
Church became violent. It ordered burning of people 
who opposed its ideas about God, religion and even 
the physical phenomena. This was done on charges of 
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“Heresy”. Many scientific thinkers became the victims 
of Church’s punishments when they proposed scientific 
theories which invalidated the principles (like the Earth 
is Flat, or, the whole universe revolves around the Earth), 
which the Church propagated to glorify God. Many of them 
were burnt alive after being classified as witches and as 
possessed by evil spirits.

Dissent
The Church aggressively struggled against dissenters 
within and outside. Christians who disagreed with the 
Church’s teachings were considered heretics, and could 
be physically punished or even killed. Those of other faiths 
were also treated harshly. Jews who lived within Christian 
territories were, at best, tolerated, though episodes of 
extreme anti-Semitism are numerous; even after Jews were 
expelled from England. The series of Crusades against 
non-Christians and heretics began in 1095, with an armed 
mission to the Middle East. The middle ages was also often 
characterized as the ‘Age of Faith’.

Education
In middle ages, Pope decreed that the Church would 
build cathedral schools, institutions designed to educate 
future members of the clergy. Their success led to the 
development of European universities in the 12th century, 
whose educational scope quickly broadened beyond 
religious training into medicine and law. The growth of 
universities meant that more men required for preparatory 
education in Latin, which was mandatory in university 
educations at the time. To meet this need, the church also 
created primary education facilities that prepared men 
for university study. Through the creation of universities 
and institutions of primary education, the Catholic Church 
spread literacy and promoted the growth of intellectual 
curiosity.

Economy
In 1095, Pope Urban II urgedEuropeans 
to declare war on the Middle East and 
recapture Jerusalem from the Muslims, 
beginning a series of Crusades that lasted 
until the 13th century. The Crusades were 
generally unsuccessful, but resulted in 
enormous economic changes in Europe. 
Change occurred because crusading was 
extremely expensive and required wealthy Europeans to 
spend vast amounts of money. To fund a crusade, churches 
and noblemen sold property and took loans. They also paid 
the lower classes for services. These actions resulted in a 
major redistribution of European wealth. At the same time, 
new trade routes through the Middle East, the formation of 
guilds and the creation of modern lending institutions led 

Pope Urban II

to the birth of modern economies and the formation of the 
middle class.

Picture of the First Crusaders

Society
As the Crusades began at the end of the 11th century, 
commerce began to develop in Europe. In response, 
European society experienced the emergence of two new 
classes of people: the middle class and the extremely 
poor. The Catholic Church moved to aggressively protect 
the poor, insisting they were entitled to basic rights. The 
Church attempted to protect these by exempting the poor 
from court fees in ecclesiastic courts and by providing free 
legal counsel, food, shelter and alms.

Religion
Religion was far more important in almost every area 
of medieval life. The vast majority of people in Europe 
followed the Christian religion under the authority of the 
Roman Catholic Church. The church in that era had great 
wealth, political power and influence over community life, 
art, architecture and education.

1.4 Renaissance
The term Renaissance stands for all those intellectual 
upheavals which were discernible towards the end of 
the middle ages. In French, the term renaissance means 
‘rebirth’ which perfectly described the intellectual and 
economic changes. It was a period in European history, 
from the 14th to the 17th century, regarded as the cultural 
bridge between the middle ages and modern history. It 
started as a cultural movement in Italy in the late medieval 
period and later spread to the rest of Europe, marking the 
beginning of the Early Modern Age.

The changes signify the decline of feudalism, the study of 
ancient literature, the rise of nation states, the beginning 
of modern science, the inventions of moving letters, 
gunpowder and compass, the discovery of new trade 
routes, the introduction of primary capitalism etc.
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2.1 Overview
The American Revolutionary War (1775-83) was a war 
fought between Great Britain and the 13 British colonies 
in North America. It was a war against the deteriorating 
situations of the American colonists under the British rule.

The factors behind the American Revolution could be 
traced back to the year 1763. During this the British leaders 
began to strengthen their imperial desires. This resulted in 
disruption of once harmonious relations between Britain 
and its North American colonies. Britain’s land policy 
prohibiting settlement in the West irritated colonists. The 
most serious problem was the need for money to support 
the empire. This led them to pursue harsh taxation policies. 
Attempts through the Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, and the 
Townshend Acts to raise money rather than control trade 
met with growing resistance in the colonies.

Tensions increased further after Parliament passed the 
Coercive Acts and the First Continental Congress took the 
first steps toward independence from Britain. Before the 
colonies gained independence, they had to fight a long 
and bitter war. After a long timeline of political, social and 
militia fighting, America won its independence in late 18th 
century, forming the United States of America. But the road 
ahead was also not simple.

Further clashes erupted between the Northern and the 
Southern states of the United States, on the question of 
slavery and sovereignty of the states. This led to a civil war 
(1861-65), outcome of which was abolition of slavery and 
reunification of the United States of America.

To sum up, it could be said that the revolution had a strong 
impact on the world. It influenced the liberal thought flow 
across the globe and gave impetus to the further struggles 
against repression.

2.2 American Revolution
The American Revolution (1775-83) was also known as 
the United States War of Independence or American 
Revolutionary War. This watershed event was an outcome 
of the repressive and tyrannous policies (like Mercantilism, 
excessive taxation, etc.) of Britain in its North American 
colonies mainly after second half of 18th century.

Thirteen of Great Britain's colonies (along the eastern 
seaboard of North America) rebelled in the American 
Revolutionary War, primarily over representation, local 
laws and tax issues. These Thirteen colonies (New 
Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, 
New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, 
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia)came 
together to establish the United States of America, which 
was recognized internationally with the signing of the 
Treaty of Paris on September 03, 1783.

Prelude
European nations (French, Spanish, Dutch and Russians) 
came to the Americas to increase their wealth and broaden 
their influence over the world affairs. The Spanish were 
among the first Europeans to explore the New World and 
the first to settle in what is now the United States.

Britain in 16th and 17th Century
The Sixteenth-century England was a tumultuous place. 
They could make more money from selling wool than 
from selling food. Many of the nation’s landowners were 
converting farmers’ fields into pastures for sheep. This led 



to a food shortage. At the same time, many agricultural 
workers lost their jobs.

Great Britain wanted to establish colonies in the Americas 
in order to grow the British Empire and to counter the 
Spanish. The English hoped to find wealth, create new 
jobs, and establish trade ports along the coast of the 
Americas.

The 16th century was also the age of Mercantilism. 
Mercantilism or Mercantile Capitalism was an extremely 
competitive economic philosophy that pushed European 
nations to acquire as many colonies as they could. As 
a result, for the most part, the English colonies in North 
America were business ventures. They provided an outlet 
for England’s surplus population and (in some cases) 
more religious freedom than England did, but their primary 
purpose was to make money for their sponsors.

Establishment of British Colonialism in America
In 1607, the Virginia Company of London, an English 
trading company, made the first permanent English 
settlement in North America at Jamestown, Virginia. The 
Company operated under a royal charter, granted by King 
James I, which assured the original settlers that they would 
have all liberties, franchises and immunities as if they 
had been ‘abiding and born within England’. As the time 
passed more and more places were colonized.

These colonies were often divided up into three regions 
including the New England Colonies (Connecticut, 
Massachusetts Bay, New Hampshire, Rhode Island), 
the Middle Colonies (Delaware, New Jersey, New York, 
Pennsylvania), and the Southern Colonies (Georgia, 
Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia).

Relation between Britain and its American 
Colonies before 1760s
By 1760, England and Scotland had united into the 
Kingdom of Great Britain. Their settlements in North 
America had grown to thirteen thriving colonies. These 
colonies shared strong cultural, economic, and political 
ties to the mother country. Each colony enjoyed a certain 
amount of autonomy (i.e., Self-Governance).

Seven Years Wars (1756-63)
While the British mercantilism created an environment for 
resentment among the White Americans, the Seven Years 
Wars created conditions which became the immediate 
trigger for the American Revolution.

The Seven Years Wars (1756-63) were the series of wars 
going on between Great Britain and its allies against France 
and its allies. It was a global conflict known in America as 
the French and Indian War.

In the early 1750s, French expansion into the Ohio River 
valley repeatedly brought France into armed conflict with 
the British colonies. In 1756, British suffered a series of 
defeats against the French and their broad network of 
Native American alliances.

However, in 1757, British Prime Minister William Pitt, in the 
urge of imperial expansion (feasible after victory against 
the French), borrowed heavily to fund an expanded war 
effort. Pitt financed Prussia’s struggle against France and 
her allies in Europe and reimbursed the colonies for the 
raising of armies in North America.

By 1760, the French had been expelled from Canada, and 
by 1763 all of France’s allies in Europe had either made 
a separate peace with Prussia or had been defeated. In 
addition, Spanish attempts to aid France in the Americas 
had failed, and France also suffered defeats against British 
forces in India. France lost to Great Britain most of its North 
American colonial possessions, known as New France. This 
included Canada and all of its land east of the Mississippi 
River, including the Ohio Valley, to Great Britain.

Aftermath of the Seven Years Wars
Geo-Political and Financial Troubles: At the end of the 
war, Great Britain faced a number of serious geo-political 
and financial problems. The first problem was the need to 
govern and protect vast new areas won during the long 
conflict. The British now had responsibility for Canada 
and the areas east of the Mississippi River. These former 
French colonies included thousands of Indians and many 
French-speaking Catholics who had no desire to become 
subjects of the British crown or to live under English 
common law. Great Britain also had control over East and 
West Florida which was taken over by Spain, an ally of 
France, after the war.

Financing the administration of these new areas was also 
a critical problem facing the British government at the end 
of the war.

Britain’s Attitudinal Change for its American Colonies: 
The war’s end also marked a change of attitudes among 
people in Great Britain and in its American colonies. During 
the war, the British government was unable to persuade 
the colonial legislatures to satisfactorily contribute to the 
expenses of the war. With the French defeat, the British 
government ignored the need to accommodate the concerns 
of the colonial legislatures regarding monetary issues.

At the same time, the removal of the French threat in North 
America gave the American colonists a new sense of self-
confidence. Many colonists questioned why the British 
government thought it needed to leave an army in North 
America to protect its colonies from Indian uprisings.
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Tussle with the Indians Living in ‘New France’: After 
France and her Indian allies were defeated, British settlers, 
in order to look for good farm land,started moving towards 
the other side of the Appalachian Mountain in large 
numbers. The native Indian tribes viewed these settlers, 
who wanted to claim the land, differently than the French 
fur traders with whom they had lived for many years.

The British, like the French, had enjoyed the support of a 
number of Indian tribes and, during the war, the chiefs of 
these tribes had received generous gifts from the British 
government. Gift giving was considered by the British and 
the French to be an integral part of maintaining good 
relations with the tribes. As military operations in North 
America successfully concluded, General Amherst, 
believing that he no longer needed their support, decided 
to discontinue this gift - giving practice to Indian chiefs. He 
also made the decision to cut back on trading gunpowder 
to the Indians. The Indians felt that the British were treating 
them as a conquered people and not as former allies.

In  May 1763, Pontiac, an Ottawa 
leader, led a number of Indian 
tribes in the area of the Great Lakes 
in an uprising against British forces 
and settlers along the frontier. 
While a few British forts on the 
frontier held out, over eight were 
taken. Hundreds of British soldiers 
were killed, and the settlers who 
survived the attacks fled from their 
farms on the frontier to the safe areas in the east.

Commonly known as Pontiac’s Rebellion, the conflict lasted 
until 1764. Though peace treaties ended the fighting, the 
possibility of further conflicts with the Indians strongly 
affected Britain’s decision to leave a standing army in 
America after the Seven Years War.

Pontiac’s Rebellion

Causes of Revolt Against British
While no one event could be pointed to as the actual cause 
of the revolution, the war began as a disagreement over 

Pontiac

the way in which Great Britain treated the colonies versus 
the way the colonies felt they should be treated.

The British wanted to squeeze out as much money as 
possible out of its Thirteen North American Colonies. The 
British enacted various laws which were like a ‘one-way 
street’ i.e., the Acts of Parliament benefited only the British 
but not the colonies.

The Americans were neither given the same rights as 
the British people, nor did they have any representation 
in the British Parliament to present their points of view. 
Americans felt they deserved all the rights of Englishmen. 
The British, on the other hand, felt that the colonies were 
created to be used in the way that best suited the crown 
and parliament. This conflict is embodied in one of the 
rallying cries of the American Revolution: ‘No Taxation 
Without Representation’.The colonists protested and their 
protests led them to the American Road to Revolution and 
were responsible for some of the causes of the American 
Revolutionary War.

No Taxation without Representation

The specific events instigating the war, like the 
Proclamation of 1763, Intolerable acts, Stamp acts, etc., 
would be discussed in detail later on. The general causes 
that engendered the Revolutionary war could be summed 
up under the following heads:

Vexatious Taxation without Parliamentary 
Representation: No representation of the American 
colonists in the British Parliament, coupled with the 
burdensome taxation of the British (like that on Molasses, 
Paper, Sugar and Tea) urged the colonists to raise their 
voices, against the British, under the banner of ‘No Taxation 
without Representation’.

No Free Trade for Colonies: The Americans were 
prevented from developing their indigenous industry. The 
colonies were barred by British law from using non-British 
ship for trade. The export of certain raw material goods 
from American colonies could only be made to Britain. 
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