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Religion and the Rise of Western Culture, Christopher Dawson (1991)

The great world religions are great rivers of sacred tradition 
which flow down through the ages and the historical land-
scapes which they irrigate and fertilize. It is rare to find a 
culture in which the whole course of this religious develop-
ment can be traced from beginning to end in the full light of 
history. But Christendom is an outstanding exception. We 
know the historical environment in which Christianity first 
arose: we possess the letters of the founders of the Churches 
to the first Christian communities in Europe and can trace in 
detail the successive stages by which it penetrated the West.  

How did a small group of peoples in Western Europe in a 
relatively short time acquire the power to transform the 
world and emancipate themselves from dependence on the 
forces of nature? Why has Europe alone among the civiliza-
tions of the world been continually shaken and transformed 
by an energy of spiritual unrest that refuses to be content 
with the unchanging law of social tradition which rules ori-
ental cultures? The more we study the origins of humanism, 
the more we recognize the existence of an element which is 
not only spiritual but definitely Christian. What distinguishes 
Western culture from other world civilizations is its mission-
ary character—its transmission from one people to another in 
a continuous series of spiritual movements. 

In the age which followed the fall of the Western provinces, 
expansion followed the normal course toward the barbarian 
people from East to West –from the old centers of higher 
culture towards the younger and less civilized people and 
lands. But from the 6th century this process reversed in a new 
movement of missionary activity passing from the West to 
East, from the new Christian peoples of Ireland and England 
to the Continent. This marks a departure in the history of 
civilization, since it involved a dualism between cultural 
leadership and political power which distinguishes Western 
culture from that of the Byzantine world where the political 
center continued to be the center of culture. This independ-
ence of cultural leadership from political power was a main 
factor that produced the freedom and dynamic activity of 
Western culture. 

Our generation has been forced to realize how fragile are the 
barriers that separate civilization from the forces of destruc-
tion. We have learned that barbarism is not a picturesque 
myth or a half-forgotten memory of a long-passed stage of 
history, but an ugly underlying reality which may erupt with 
shattering force whenever the moral authority of a civiliza-
tion loses control. It was only in the western culture as the 

different peoples were incorporated into the spiritual com-
munity of Christendom that they acquired a common culture. 

The conversion of the Roman Empire, the process by which 
the state of Augustus and Nero became the state of Constan-
tine and Theodosius (emperor who banned all forms of pagan 
worship), has a vital relation to the rise of the new culture. At 
the time of the fall of the Roman Empire the main centers of 
Christian culture and the majority of the Christian population 
were still non-European. Along the Northern frontiers of the 
Empire the structure of civilized life collapsed, the cities 
were destroyed, and society relapsed into a state of pagan 
barbarism. But in the South around the shore of the Mediter-
ranean there was no break in the continuity of culture. There 
they subjected the Church to intense persecution; while in the 
North, though the conquerors were far more barbarous in 
culture and pagan in religion, they were more accessible to 
the missionary action of the Church.  

The end of the 6th century marked the real beginnings of a 
new age in Western Europe where the material destruction of 
the barbarian invasions had been greatest. The spiritual re-
sources of the Church had not been seriously impaired by the 
fall of the Empire. Indeed in certain respects they were 
strengthened, since the Church now united the social tradi-
tions of Roman culture with its own spiritual traditions and 
fulfilled a double function in a society which needed social 
as well as religious leadership. The new barbarian kingdoms 
had taken over the military and political functions of the Em-
pire—they held the sword, levied the taxes, administered 
justice of a sort, but everything else belonged to the 
Church—moral authority, learning and culture, the prestige 
of the Roman name and the care of the people. 

As the barbarians were converted to Christianity, they also 
acquired elements of the higher culture, while on the other 
hand the Christian society was gradually losing touch with 
the traditions of Roman culture and was itself becoming bar-
barized, a world of violence and corruption in which rulers 
set an example of injustice and contempt for the law, and 
even the barbaric virtues of loyalty and military honor were 
no longer preserved. In such a world religion was able to 
maintain its power only by the awe inspired by its supernatu-
ral prestige and the spiritual violence it opposed to the physi-
cal violence of barbarism. The wrath of God and the venge-
ance of the saints was the only power capable of intimidating 
the lawless ruffians who were so common among the new 
ruling class in the Frankish state. It is difficult to exaggerate 
the importance of the cult of the saints in the period that fol-
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lowed the fall of the Empire in the West. The barbarians 
could understand and accept the spirit of the new religion 
only when it was manifested to them visibly in the lives and 
acts of men who seemed endowed with supernatural quali-
ties. The conversion of Western Europe was achieved not so 
much by the teaching of a new doctrine as by the manifesta-
tion of a new power which invaded and subdued the barbari-
ans of the West as it had already subdued the civilized lands 
of the Mediterranean. Here the relation between religion and 
culture is not that of assimilation, but rather one of contradic-
tion and contrast. The lives of the saints and ascetics im-
pressed the mind of the barbarians because they were the 
manifestation of a way of life and a scale of values entirely 
opposed to all they had hitherto known and accepted. The 
Western Church did not come to the barbarians with a civi-
lizing mission or any conscious hopes of social progress, but 
with a tremendous message of divine judgment and divine 
salvation. 

In the age of barbarism only the Church remained as an ark 
of refuge, and it was a better investment to spend one’s time 
and money on the building of an ark than to waste it in vain 
attempts to mend broken dikes or reclaim ruined fields. In 
the Christian liturgy the whole Roman, Byzantine, and bar-
barian world found an inner principle of unity. The liturgy 
was not only the bond of Christian unity, it was also the 
means by which the mind of the gentiles and barbarians was 
attuned to a new view of life and concept of history. It dis-
played in a visible form what had happened and was to hap-
pen to the human race—the sacred history of man’s creation, 
redemption, and the providential dispensation that governed 
the course of history--the great theme which is so majestical-
ly unfolded in the prophecies and prayers of the Christmas 
and Easter liturgy. Instead of the nature myth which was the 
key to the ritual order of the archaic civilization, the Chris-
tian mystery is based on a sacred history and liturgy devel-
oped into an historical cycle in which the whole story of hu-
man creation and redemption is progressively unfolded.  

The monks were the apostles of the West and founders of 
medieval culture. It was through monasticism that religion 
exercised a formative influence on the whole cultural devel-
opment of these centuries. The educational institutions of the 
Roman Empire were swept away by the barbarian invasion 
or declined and died with the declining city culture of the 
Latin world. After the peace of the Church when the supreme 
test of martyrdom was no longer demanded, the ascetics had 
come in the eyes of the Christian world to hold the position 
that martyrs had formerly occupied as the living witnesses of 

the faith and the reality of the supernatural world. In the 
West the state was too weak and barbarous to control the 
monasteries. The Benedictine conception of the monastic life 
is essentially social and co-operative, a discipline of the 
common life. Thus in an age of insecurity, disorder and bar-
barism, the Benedictine Rule embodied an ideal of spiritual 
order and disciplined moral activity which made the monas-
tery an oasis of peace in a world of war. The monastic insti-
tution became an essential organ of the Church and the chief 
hope for the future of Christian culture. If the world was 
nearing its end, it was better to seek the peace of the cloister 
in which a man becomes a partaker in eternity than to be-
come involved in temporal anxieties and ambitions insepara-
ble from the service of the state. 

But while in the Mediterranean monks were retreating from 
the dying culture of the ancient world, in the North monasti-
cism was becoming the creator of a new Christian culture 
and a school of Christian life for the new peoples of the 
West. On the one hand there was the ethos of honor and fi-
delity and the cult of the hero; on the other, the ethos of sac-
rifice and sanctity and the cult of the saint and the martyr. 
This correspondence between the patterns of pagan and mo-
nastic culture made it possible for men to pass from the one 
to the other by a profound change in the beliefs and system 
of moral values without losing vital contact with their old 
social tradition, which was sublimated and transformed, but 
not destroyed or lost. Many men and women of royal blood 
entered the cloister and took a leading part in the conversion 
of their kinsfolk. This played a decisive role in the creation 
of the new Christian culture which gradually influenced the 
whole of Western Europe by its monastic foundations and its 
missionary and educational activity. Thus there arose an au-
tonomous Christian culture centering in the monasteries and 
permeating the Church and the life of the people by educa-
tional and religious influence.  By its sanctification of work 
and poverty it revolutionized both the order of social values 
which had dominated the slave-owning society of the Empire 
and that which was expressed in the aristocratic warrior ethos 
of the barbarian conquerors, so that the forgotten bearer of 
the whole social structure found his way of life recognized 
and honored by the highest spiritual authority of the age.  

It was the disciplined and tireless labor of the monks which 
turned the tide of barbarism in Western Europe and brought 
back into cultivation the lands which had been deserted and 
depopulated in the age of the invasions. By degrees the 
woody swamp became a hermitage, a religious house, a farm, 
an abbey, a village, a seminary, a school of learning and a 
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city. The greatest service of the Irish monks to Western 
Christendom was the new movement of missionary expan-
sion which did so much to spread Christianity and restore the 
monastic life throughout Western Europe in the 7th and 8th 
centuries. It was in Anglo-Saxon England during the same 
period that the monastic traditions produced the deepest and 
most lasting influence on Western culture. After the fall of 
the Empire great monasteries were the only remaining is-
lands of intellectual life amidst the returning flood of barba-
rism which once again threatened to submerge Western 
Christendom. 

The Christian view of the world favored a realistic attitude in 
politics, owing to its spiritual dualism which treated all tem-
poral conditions and institutions as transitory and provision-
al. [Postmillennial theology prevailed] The Christian people 
was the 2nd Israel dwelling in exile and captivity, and Chris-
tians could accept the oppression and arbitrary rule of the 
barbarians as the Hebrew prophets had accepted the rule of 
the Gentiles who were the unconscious instruments of the 
divine purpose in history. The new barbarian kingdoms had a 
double origin. On the one side they inherited the tradition of 
some heroic and god-descended royal race. While on the oth-
er, they were allies and deputies of the Roman Empire, and 
inherited the political and administrative traditions of a high-
ly organized state. 

Barbarian rulers recognized that their native tradition of war-
rior kingship was not enough. Gothic barbarism could not 
submit to the reign of law, but without law there could be no 
state. It is from the Swedish tradition that we derive through 
Norwegian and Icelandic sources the fullest evidence con-
cerning the priest king. The royal families were the primary 
targets of missionary activities, and the royal courts were the 
centers from which the conversion of England was achieved. 
By becoming merged in the wider unity of Christendom, 
kingship gained new prestige by its close association with the 
Church, from which it gradually acquired a new form of sa-
credness. A similar transition from pagan to Christian culture 
occurred in the Visigoth kingdom of Spain, in many respects 
the most advanced and powerful of all these kingdoms. 

The kingdom of the Franks became the center towards which 
all the forces of Western culture converged--the meeting 
place of Latin, German, Mediterranean, and Atlantic influ-
ences. The appeal of the Popes to the Frankish monarch led 
to the abolition of the Byzantine sovereignty of Rome and 
the recognition of the king of the Franks as the patron and 
protector of the Holy See. The new Empire was an essential-
ly theocratic institution. Religion was the only real bond of 

union between the different peoples and languages and it was 
as rulers and leaders of the whole Christian people that the 
kings governed their dominions. A complete break was made 
with the past and Christendom enacted its own laws which 
covered the whole field of social activity in Church and state, 
and referred all things to the single standard of the Christian 
ethos. There was a unitary conception of the Christian com-
munity in which the distinction of Church and state had be-
come blurred and unimportant. The divine right of the 
anointed king was counterbalanced throughout the greater 
part of the Middle Ages by its conditional and revocable 
character. The influence of the Old Testament tradition of 
theocracy was paramount so that the medieval monarchy and 
empire possessed a theocratic character. 

But by the 10th century Western Christendom had become 
surrounded by a rising flood of barbarism, and leadership 
culture had passed to Islamic Spain. Monasteries which had 
hitherto been the center of Western culture were exposed to 
barbarian attacks. The shrines and monasteries of Ireland 
were devastated year after year until by 830 a powerful 
Scandinavian kingdom was established in Eastern Ireland 
which became the basis for further raids on Western Britain 
and the Atlantic coasts of France and Spain. As the monastic 
foundations had been the characteristic feature of the earlier 
movement, so now the destruction of the monasteries were 
characteristic of the new barbarism. There has never been a 
war which so directly threatened the existence of Western 
Christendom as a whole. These years saw the complete de-
struction of the monastic culture in England and marked the 
end of the great age of Celtic Christian culture and reasserted 
the warlike character of Western society which it had inherit-
ed from its barbarian past.  The reign of law was forgotten 
and the personal relation of fidelity between lord and vassal 
became the only basis of social organization. But in so far as 
these changes lessened the distance between the Christians 
and the barbarians, they made it easier for the latter to be-
come assimilated by Christian society. The Viking conquer-
ors on Christian soil in England, Normandy, and Ireland of-
ten became Christian from the moment of their settlement, 
thus forming an intermediate zone between Christendom and 
the pagan world through which Christian influence gradually 
penetrated back to the homelands of the conquers and pre-
pared the way for the conversion of Scandinavia. 

The actual position of the king in the 10th century was no 
more than that of honorary president of a committee of feu-
dal magnates who were their own masters and ruled as kings 
in their own principalities. The incorporation of Scandinavia 
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into Western Christendom was due to the conquest of Chris-
tian England by the barbarians who brought back Christianity 
to the North with the other spoils of invasion. It was only 
through the authority of a new universal religion that the na-
tional monarchy acquired the prestige necessary to overcome 
the conservatism of the old tribal kingdoms. In this way the 
victory of Christianity coincided with the attainment of na-
tional unity and was the culmination of the process of expan-
sion and cultural interchange which had accompanied the 
Viking movement. The popular canonization of St. Olaf in 
1031 is important not only as one of the first and most spon-
taneous instances of the way in which new peoples conse-
crated their nationality by adopting a royal saint as their na-
tional patron, but still more because it marks the final recon-
ciliation between Nordic and Christian traditions. The whole-
sale acceptance of Christianity in Norway and Denmark 
gradually transformed the spirit of Scandinavian culture. The 
new Christian culture which spread over the North in 11th 
and 12th centuries was largely derived from England whence 
came the majority of the early missionary bishops and  the 
first monastic communities. It is to the priests and the 
schools of Christian Iceland that we are indebted for the 
preservation of the rich tradition of Northern mythology and 
poetry and saga. 

The formation of this 2nd Christendom was organically relat-
ed to the conversion of Scandinavia in so far as its expansion 
followed the lines of the Viking trade routes to the East and 
found one of its most important centers of diffusion in the 
new Russian states which were organized and controlled by 
Scandinavian adventures. It was not until the 10th and 11th 
centuries that Christian culture finally took root in Eastern 
Europe—in Bohemia, Hungary, and Poland, as well as in 
Scandinavia and Russia. The history of Eastern Europe has 
always been dominated by the geographical fact that it has no 
natural eastern frontier. The ephemeral character of nomad 
empires increased their destructiveness, since the moment 
that a people became sufficiently civilized to receive the 
seeds of Christian culture, it was replaced by a new horde 
from the outer steppes, and the whole process had to begin 
again. The Germans came into immediate contact with the 
northern Slavs by way of the Elbe and with the southern 
Slavs by way of the Danube, while the Scandinavian peoples 
from time immemorial had followed the chain of rivers and 
lakes south-eastward from the Baltic to the Volga and the 
Dnieper. 

It was in 9th and 10th centuries in Bulgaria that the founda-
tions were laid of the Slavonic literature and culture which 

were subsequently transmitted to the Russians and the Serbs, 
and thus became the main source of the cultural tradition of 
the Orthodox Church in Eastern Europe, outside Greece. The 
conversion of the barbarians inevitably involved changes in 
their social culture. The destruction of national independence 
and the identification of the Orthodox Church with Byzantine 
domination produced a mood of spiritual revolt among the 
subject peoples which led them not only to oppose the domi-
nant alien civilization but to turn away from the Christian 
view of life. As the steppes have been the highway of war, 
the rivers have been the highway of trade and culture. 

The destructive forays of the Rus equaled and surpassed 
those of the Western Vikings in the 9th century. They were 
directed against the Byzantine Empire, the Bulgarians, the 
Khazars, and Moslems. But after the conversion of Vladimir, 
there was a rapid expansion of Christian Byzantine culture in 
Russia. Here, as in 8th-century Northumbria and 9th century 
Bulgaria, we see how rapidly the conversion of a pagan peo-
ple may be followed by the sudden blossoming of a seeming-
ly mature Christian culture. This the conversion of Russia 
opened a new channel by which Christian culture could 
penetrate the pagan North, so that the whole continent 
seemed about to become a Christion land. For Eastern Eu-
rope was now the meeting place of 2 independent currents of 
Christian culture; and while Byzantine influences were 
spreading northwards by way of the Black Sea and the Rus-
sian river ways, Western Christendom was expanding east-
wards through Central Europe, and the new Christian states 
were arising in the valleys of the Elbe, the Vistula, and the 
Danube. 

However, the attitude of the emperors of Western Empire 
towards the Slaves was the same as that of the Byzantine 
Empire towards them. They took for granted that the spread 
of Christianity meant the expansion of the Empire and that 
the conversion of the Slavs involved their subjection to Ger-
man bishops and counts. The ruthless exploitation of con-
quered and converted Slavs by Germanic imperialism pro-
voked a reaction by Northern Europe as Byzantine imperial-
ism had done in Bulgaria, but here it found expression in an 
open return to paganism. 

St. Adalbert established a monastic foundation near Prague, 
where the Benedictines from Rome became the fountainhead 
of monastic influence for the neighboring countries. Otto III 
and Pope Sylvester created the new Christian kingdom of 
Hungary. The conversion of Hungary and Poland opened the 
way to Christian culture in Eastern Europe, since the Danube 
has always been the chief gateway between East and West. In 
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all their observances they followed the Greeks rather than the 
Latins. It is easy to travel by sea from Russia to Greece.  

In the 12th century the Mongol conquest produced a cata-
clysmic interruption in the development of Eastern Christen-
dom which divides the early from the later Middle Ages. It 
was not merely that the monasteries and churches were 
sacked by Vikings and Saracens and Magyars, and that bish-
ops and abbots died in battle with the heathen. Even more 
serious was the internal disintegration due to the exploitation 
and secularization of the Church by leaders of the new feudal 
society. Abbeys and bishoprics were treated in the same way 
as lay fiefs. They were appropriated by violence; they were 
bought and sold or used as rewards for successful military 
adventures. ”The cities are depopulated, the monasteries ru-
ined and burned, the land is reduced to a solitude. As the first 
men lived without law or constraint, abandoned to their pas-
sions, so now every man does what pleases him, despising 
the laws of God and man and the ordinances of the Church. 
The powerful oppress the weak, the land is full of violence 
against the poor and the plunder of the good of the Church.”  

Once again, as in the 5th and 6th centuries, Christianity 
showed its independence of external conditions and power to 
create new organs of spiritual regeneration. A new movement 
arose from the midst of the feudal society to meet the new 
danger of the feudal secularization of the Church. Although 
the reformers of the 10th century were primarily devoted to 
the cause of monastic reform, they involved far wider issues, 
defending the weak and the oppressed, and spoke boldly 
against evil in high places. The loose and shapeless organiza-
tion of the feudal state made it possible for reformed congre-
gations to extend their influence by patronage and recom-
mendation in the same way as a great feudal estate. By the 
beginning of the 11th century the movement of monastic re-
form had attained maturity and began to affect every aspect 
of Western culture. 

Throughout the 10th century the secularism and corruption of 
rival cliques which exploited the Papacy were a flagrant de-
nial of the ideals of the reform movement. Finally the em-
peror of Germany set aside the Italian Popes and imposed a 
German Pope. The mere fact that the Papacy was removed 
from control of the Roman nobles and their factions had an 
immediate effect on its international influence. The reform of 
the Church was no longer the aim of scattered groups of as-
cetics and idealists; it became the official policy of the Ro-
man Church. 

An 11th century alliance between the Papacy and the Nor-
mans in Southern Italy was an open defiance of both the 
German Empire and Byzantine Empire and made the breach 
with the Eastern Church irremediable. Pope Gregory VII’s 
determination to free the Church from its feudal dependence 
on the secular power meant the abandonment of the concept 
of the divine right of kings and the passive obedience of their 
Christian subjects. It was inevitable that the Pope should take 
the place which the Emperor had hitherto occupied as the 
supreme leader and judge of the Christian people. The new 
feudal state had become the leader of culture. Yet the sense 
of the unity of Christendom was stronger than ever and de-
manded some new institutional expression and the reformed 
Papacy provided such an expression more effectively than 
any political institution could have done, since it transcended 
national and territorial rivalries and possessed in the hierar-
chy and the Canon Law the necessary instruments for its re-
alization. It emphasized the new position of the Papacy as the 
center of international society. For the first time the most 
fundamental questions concerning the relation of church and 
state and the right of resistance to unjust authority were dis-
cussed publicly and exhaustively. The question of the right of 
resistance was one of the main issues of the controversy.  

It is impossible to frame any acceptable definition of the state 
which would not include the medieval Church. It was a sov-
ereign power which imposed its own laws and enforced them 
in its own courts by its own judges and lawyers. The feudal 
states had been created by war and for war. Their whole 
structure and ethos were military and the only force which 
kept society together was the primary bond of fidelity which 
united the warrior and his chief, as it had done in the days of 
the barbarian invasions.  

No sooner were the feudal principalities firmly established 
than population began to increase, the roads were once more 
open to traders and towns, and markets revived. Each of the 
feudal states became the focus of an intense social activity; 
and their very multiplicity and character as compared to the 
unwieldy bulk and universal claims of the former Empires 
favored the progress of Western civilization. The movement 
of monastic reform found its earliest patrons, not in the em-
perors, but among the feudal princes of the 10th century. Thus 
the anarchy of the feudal system was compensated by the 
vitality and recuperative power of the new type of society. 
From the beginning of the 11th century onwards Western 
feudalism showed an extraordinary power of expansion 
which carried French chivalry and its institutions from one 
end of Europe to the other. 
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There remained 2 separate worlds: the peace society of the 
Church which found its center in the monastic life and cul-
ture; and the warrior society of the Western barbarians. Alt-
hough the feudal noble was the lineal descendant of the bar-
barian warrior he was, at the same time, a Christian knight, 
who possessed a certain loyalty to the wider society of Chris-
tendom and the Church. The ancient barbarian motive of per-
sonal loyalty to the war leader was reinforced by higher reli-
gious motives, so that the knight finally became a consecrat-
ed person pledged not only to be faithful to his lord, but to be 
the defender of the Church, the widow and the orphan. In this 
way the knight was integrated into the social structure of the 
Christian culture, so that he was regarded as one of 3 indis-
pensable organs of society, like the priest and the peasant. It 
enabled a spiritual archetype which ultimately had a trans-
forming effect on the standards and ideas of medieval socie-
ty.  

The Church largely succeeded in this direction by finding a 
new outlet for the warlike energies of feudal society, by turn-
ing them against the external enemies of Christendom. Pope 
Urban II launched the first Crusade at a critical moment in 
the struggle between the Papacy and the Empires of France 
and England. While feudalism tended to secularize the 
Church by assimilating the benefice of the bishop of abbot to 
the fief of the baron, the Crusades and the Military Orders 
introduced the religious principles of vows and voluntary 
obedience in the institution of chivalry. Accordingly, the rise 
and fall of the great Military Orders, particularly the Tem-
plars, is an index of the progress and decline of the unitary 
tendencies in medieval Christendom. 

Each of the great world civilizations has faced the problem of 
reconciling the aggressive ethos of the warrior with the moral 
ideals of a universal religion. The distinctive features of this 
new movement were the cult of courtesy and love. It was 
through music and poetry and the vision of a new and de-
lightful way of life that the influence of the higher culture of 
the Southern Mediterranean penetrated feudal society. But 
the courtly culture of the South showed its essential frailty 
when brought to the hard test of war. The secularization of 
chivalry was increased both by the loss of the crusading ideal 
and the increasing wealth and luxury of Western court life. 

The rebirth of the city transformed the economic and social 
life of Western Europe. During the Dark Ages Western Eu-
rope had become an almost entirely agrarian society. It was 
the medieval city which first provided the favorable condi-
tions for a through Christianization of social life such as had 
existed neither in the city culture of the ancient world, which 

was based upon slavery, nor in the feudal agrarian society 
which had been built up so largely by the strong at the ex-
pense of the weak. The very condition of existence of the city 
as an essentially economic association is peace, the freedom 
and the common interest of all the citizens, together with 
freedom to work and the basing of property on personal ef-
fort and industry. In all these respects the city corresponded 
to a great extent with the demands of Christian ethics. Apart 
from the ecclesiastics and their dependents, and the garrison 
of knights and men-at-arms charged by the bishop or the 
count with the duty of defending the walls, there was practi-
cally no independent class of townspeople.  

The distinctive element in later medieval city life—the mer-
chant class—did not appear until the 10th or 11th century. In 
Western Europe this new development was generally based 
on the principle of voluntary association under religious pro-
tection. By degrees the free and voluntary merchant associa-
tion began to deal in an unofficial way with all the needs of 
the new communities. In this way it produced spontaneously 
the organs of a new municipal government which was utterly 
unlike anything the classical city-state or the territorial feudal 
state had known, since it was by origin the limited functional 
organ of a single unprivileged class.  

As the power of the merchants grew and they became more 
accustomed to common action, they aspired to take over the 
political, juridical and military functions that had formerly 
belonged exclusively to the bishop, count, or representatives 
of the feudal state. In Italy, Northern France, and Germany it 
was often closely related to the movement of ecclesiastical 
reform and led by popular preachers that the towns rose in 
armed revolt against their bishops. It was in this atmosphere 
of economic renaissance, the expansion of commercial life, 
and increasing opportunities of personal freedom that the 
great flowering of the religious culture of medieval Christen-
dom took place. 

The new city produced a new people and a new art inspired 
by new spiritual forces which preceded the economic revival. 
It was the religious brotherhood under the patronage of a 
saint for mutual aid which was the seed of the great flower-
ing of communal life in the merchant and craft gilds which 
were the most striking feature of medieval urban society. It 
was the integration of corporate organization, economic 
function and civic freedom which made the medieval city, a 
unity forming a complex hierarchical organism, a body with 
many members, each having a vital function to fulfil, each 
with its own office and ministry for the service of the whole. 
Unlike the Aristotelian theory, it does not involve total sub-
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ordination or the institution of slavery. As every corporation 
had its own rights in the life of the city, so every individual 
had his place and rights in the life of the gild. These rights 
were not purely economic or even political, for one of the 
most remarkable features of medieval gild life was the way 
in which it combined secular and religious activities in the 
same social complex. It was in the life of the Church and the 
extension of the liturgy into common life by art and pageant-
ry that the community-life of the medieval city found its full-
est expression. The medieval city was more completely a 
commonwealth—a full communion and communication of 
social goods and a community of communities—than any 
society that ever existed under the Greeks, because it includ-
ed no slave labor. 

The primary estates of the realm were the clergy and the bar-
ons—the lords spiritual and temporal—and the town only 
attained a place in the council at a later period as the “Third 
Estate.”  It was not until the coming of the towns, which 
could only take part in political life through their elected rep-
resentatives, that the representative principle became an es-
sential part of the estates system and their constitutional im-
portance. The institution of constitutional representative gov-
ernment which has become the characteristic political form 
of modern Western culture were rooted in this medieval de-
velopment. The idea of the organic nature of society, or cor-
porate rights and duties and the mutual co-operation of the 
different specialized social functions in the life of the whole 
underlie the development not only of the corporate institu-
tions of the medieval city but also the representative constitu-
tional organization of the late medieval kingdom. The reli-
gious and secular institutions of medieval society represent 
different functions of the same organism. Medieval philoso-
phy had assimilated the Aristotelian ethical and sociological 
principles and integrated them into the structure of Christian 
thought, so that the Law of Nature was confirmed and devel-
oped by the spiritual law revealed by faith. The divine law 
which is of grace does not abolish human law based on natu-
ral reason. Nor was it only the philosophers who were con-
scious of the continuity of nature and grace and the capacity 
of every social institution to be informed by a higher spiritual 
purpose.  

By the 11th century the leadership in education and learning 
was passing from the secular public schools to the cathedral 
schools. The monastic schools produced a sort of rudimen-
tary university to which scholars were attracted from many 
parts of Europe. Their type of ecclesiastical humanism repre-
sents the central tradition of higher culture in the West. As 

the University of Paris became the great international school 
of theology and philosophy, so Bologna from the beginning 
was the great international center of legal studies. The medi-
eval revival of Roman law was intimately related to the 
growth of the new Canon Law which played such a great part 
in the integration and organization of medieval Christendom. 
Throughout the central period of the Middle Ages from 1150 
to 1350 it was the canonists and the University of Bologna 
who stood nearest to the Papacy and had the strongest influ-
ence on the government and organization of the Church. This 
was done by men trained in the same school and the tradi-
tions as the Civilians who were organizing and rationalizing 
the medieval state. 

It was only with the rise of the universities that Western cul-
ture acquired that new intellectual and scientific discipline on 
which its later achievement were dependent. The educated 
classes of Europe for centuries underwent a rigorous and 
elaborate training in the art of logical thinking that left a 
mark on European culture. The scholastic discipline is one of 
the main factors which have differentiated European civiliza-
tion from the great religion-cultures of the East.  

The Toledo school in Salerno, Spain arose as a third influ-
ence as it became a meeting place of Greek, Arabic, and Jew-
ish influences, at least in medical studies. The mind of West-
ern Christendom reconquered the lost world of Hellenic sci-
ence and annexed the alien world of Moslem without losing 
its spiritual continuity or its religious values. The 13th century 
brought the recovery of the full inheritance of Greek philos-
ophy and science, and the creation of the new intellectual 
organs of Christendom with their universities. They con-
structed a philosophic synthesis which united the scientific 
truth contained in the teachings of the philosophers with the 
religious truth represented by the tradition of the Church and 
its theologians. This ideal of the universal organization of 
human knowledge and human life by a spiritual principle 
was not confined to the international government of the 
church; it is the dominant spirit of 13th century culture. It 
inaugurated a period of intellectual criticism and cultural 
change which is of utmost importance for the history of 
Western culture, but proved fatal to the synthesis of religion 
and culture that seemed to have been achieved in the previ-
ous centuries. 

When the alliance of cultural leadership with the governing 
element of the Church was broken at the close of the 13th 
century, the creative power of medieval culture gradually 
disappeared. During the 12th and 13th centuries the reforming 
movement was a principle of unity rather than division. It 
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brought the monk out of his cloister, the bishop out of his 
diocese and the knight out of his fief and made them all con-
scious of their place in the common life of Christendom and 
their participation in a common cause. 

The Mongol conquest overwhelmed the most flourishing 
center of 13th century Moslem culture in Central Asia. The 
14th century was an age of division and strife, which saw the 
invasion of Europe by the Turks and the devastation of 
France by England. As the great ecclesiastical magnates had 
formerly used the imperial or regal control of the Church to 
increase their political power and wealth, so now they used 
the Church’s freedom and claim to independent jurisdiction 
in order to strengthen their position further. Disintegration 
came from corruption within. It was largely due to the re-
vived study of Roman law that the assimilation of heresy to 
treason by Pope Innocent III in 11199 led him to the organi-
zation of the Inquisition in 1231. Much of this destruction 
was directed against the great crusading Order, the Templars. 
The crusading ideal was discredited and secularized by its 
use as a political weapon against Christian states.  

The creative activity of religion is most powerful where it is 
least recorded and most difficult to observe—in the minds of 
the masses and the traditions of the common people. Every 
state of life in Christendom is a Christian life in the sense 
that it is an extension of the life of Christ on earth. Religion 
is not a particular way of life but the way of all life. 

 

 

 

  


