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THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF
THE FEUDAL 8YSTEM.

Cen loix gl ont fait des bions ot des moux infinie -
Mortesquios Eapd®t dow fode, liv, xxx, ¢ L

No political instifution has been so veriously represented Various
ne the Feudal System, Some have viewed it ax an almost Qe Fouisl
ideal form of society, which afforded scope for the exercise
of the best feelings of human pature, and in which men
were inflnenced, not by considerations of interest, but by
gentiments of honourable obligetion. Over this, 88 over
other past institutions, * poetry,” to use the expression of
Niebuhr, “ has flung her many-colonrad veil:™ but it is not
merely in writings of fiction that the illusion it has pro-
duced may be discerned. The beautiful theory of feudalism
thus presented, has almost imperceptibly impressed itself
even upon men of praetical rhilities, who in serious writing
have drawn pictures of * the dignified obedience,”® of the
“manly sentiment,” and “heroic enterprise™ of foudal times.
Yet these representations, though they have indeed some
basis, have been greatly overdrawn, and seem, on strict in-
veatigation, to rest on little historical authority. “* Like
enchanted castles, they appear to be something, they are
nothing but appesrances ; and when we examine the founda-
" tions on which they lean, the charm is dissolved, and they

* These ere the sctual expressions of Burke, In his Work on the Freuch
Hevolution ; but reference is not a0 much made to wny partioular passage, a3
to the general tone of eulogy in which he describes feudal times,

5 Balingbroke. Study of History, letter &, gd fin,



]

vanish from the sight.” Thers are also wnters,® parti-
cularly thosa of the last century, who, teking a very dif-
ferent. view, bave stated that the Flendal System occasioned
general anarehy; and while it stripped the crown of almost
every prerogative, reduced the people to a state little better
than slavery,

The Feudal Byastem-is dessribed by others® es having
dane infinite good and infinite mischief, and as haviag been
productive of the most opposite effects,—of rule with &
tendency to anarchy—of anerchy with a tendency to order
and harmony. But of late years, a kind of revulsion of
opinion has taken place; and several writers of the present
day do not so much consider the effects of fendaliem upon
its own times, but rather, in shewing ite merits, direct our
attention to its influence upow the progress of society.

Impartuns Tt is difficult ta decide upon these different opinions, and

tation.

to estimate the real advantages and disadvantages of the
Feudal System. Yet to do so is of the utmost interest ;
“for*® this institution makes a very important part of the
history of mankind,” and, singular in its character, stands
slone and unparalleled in the annals of the world. Attempta
have been made, but without success, to prove that it re-
semblea several institutions of antiquity. ** Thus,” to use
the words of Sir Heory Spelman, * may fancy couple the
remotest of things.” The Feudal System occupies the
most promineni place in the progress of events in Western
Europe after the diseolution of the Roman Empire; and
the institution iteelf, although it had long begun to decay,
has been but recently removed. Less than two hundred
a Robertson, 4 Montesquien, Esprit. des loix. liv. xox, chap. 1.

* Expression of I)r. Johnaon's, Boaweil's Life, ii. 191,
f Feuds and Tennres, chap, «.
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years have elapsed since its formal abolition in England ;¥
in Scotland it continued till the middle of the last century ;
and in France it was ocly destroyed when all other institu-
tions perished with it. Some countries, even in the pre-
sent day, still formelly adhere to many of its costoms, and
continue to resist their abolition. That vast structure,
which onee embraced within it the whole of Western
Europe, has at length fallen: yet ite remains lis not in
scattered ruins; but, like the temples of Athens, have been
built up into the very fabric of medern civil constitutions.
For the results of the Feudsl System bave so pervaded the
whole frame of society, that it ia difficult to find any im-
portant laws, customs, or institntiona which it haa not
more or less affected. To consider, therefore, the advantages
and disadvantages of fendalism, is not only the investiga-
tion of a subject of great historical importance, but also an
inquiry of present snd almost of personal interest.
. But by what standard aro the merits of the Feudal fundwd
System to be estimated? An ivstitution may be viewed, Jowbs =
either in itself and in its own times, or with reference to it
influence upon the progress of society. Althongh no com-
plete estimate of the merits of sn institution can be formed
without taking into aceount its effects npon general civiliza-
tion, yet it must be viewed slone to discover in what
manner it produced those effects. For by the dispensa-
tions of Providence, the eventual good of society in pro-
moted, as well by present evils as by present benefits,
Yet, as far na good and evil appear to result from man's -
agency and eupport, the one must be approved of, and the
other condemned. The Fendal System, considered in itself,
may be viewed either in its principles, or as a form or con-
i 12.Car. IL . 24, > Canada,
B2
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ptitution of society, or in ita particular effects upon the.
social state of ita own timea, In its principles: for institu-
tions as well as individoals must proceed upon certain prin-
ciples; and it is upon their character that tha durability and
efficacy of an institution in a great measore depend. As s
" form of society : for feudalism wae vot only a gu;tt institu-
tion, but also beeame & system of social union; which, as it
i contradistinguished frem all other forms of political
society, deserves to be considered with particular atieotion.
In ite particular effects: for it is by thelr nature euly
that & judgment can be formed of the setual influence
of the principles and constitution of feudalism upon the
state of society. Tn regarding the relation of the Feudal
System to the progress of mociety, it must be inquired
whather it promoted or retarded the advances of civi-
lization. By civilization' is here meant, both the ame-
lioration of society at Jarge, and the improvement of man
individually. After haviog viewed the Feudal System in
this manager, it will be necessary to state the gemeral re-
sult; and from & comparison of its advantages and disad-
vantages, to decide as well upon its mature and effects
when considered in itself, ns when regarded in-reference to
the progress of society.
Tue Fendal On examination, it will be found that the Feudal System
;E'{,“fn‘: practically proceeded mpon errcmecus principles. One of
fhoee ™ these principles was the substitution of an obligation,
founded upon a tenurs of land, for that duty which & sub-
ject naturally owes to his sovereign; another, the annexing
to some subjects that homage and that obedience which are
Copsidnred due to the supreme power alone. That this was the case
sipls.  gppears from the faot, that the immediate tenant only held

i (pizot's Clvillzation in Furope, lecture b



