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● Social Studies 
○ Week 1: Explain the feudal system in Europe 

 

Social Studies  

● Learning Outcomes: Explain the feudal system in Europe 

● Task: Read the text and complete the questions and prompts. 

● Directions- Read about Feudalism in Europe then answer the questions 

 

Western Europe During the Early Middle Ages 

For 500 years, much of Europe was part of the Roman Empire. The rest of the continent was controlled by groups of 
people the Romans called “barbarians” because they did not follow Roman ways. When Rome fell to invading barbarians 
in 476 C.E., Europe was left with no central government or system of defense. Throughout Western Europe, many 
invading groups set up kingdoms that were often at war with one another. The most powerful rulers were those who 
controlled the most land and had the greatest warriors. 

 

Charlemagne's Empire One powerful group during this time was the Franks (from whom modern-day France takes its 
name). The Franks were successful because they had developed a new style of warfare that depended on troops of 
knights, heavily armed warriors who fought on horseback. To achieve and hold power, a ruler needed the services and 
loyalty of many knights. In return for their loyalty and service, the ruler rewarded knights with land and privileges. 

 

One of the early leaders of the Franks was an ambitious young warrior named Clovis. In 481 C.E., at the age of 15, Clovis 
became leader of the Franks. Five years later, he defeated the last great Roman army in Gaul at Soissons. During his 30-
year reign, he led the Franks in wars that largely extended the boundaries of the Frankish kingdom. 

 

Clovis also helped convert the Franks to Christianity. Clovis married a Christian woman, Clotilda, and eventually was 
baptized into the Roman Catholic Church. Many of his followers became Christians, as well. 
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The most important leader of the Franks was Charlemagne (SHAR-luh-main), which means “Charles the Great.” This 
impressive king ruled for over 40 years, from 768 to 814. Writings from that period say that he was six feet four inches 
tall—extremely tall for his time—and “always stately and dignified.” Legend has it that he read very little and couldn't 
write, yet he loved to have scholarly works read to him. He encouraged education and scholarship, making his court a 
center of culture. Most important, he unified nearly all the Christian lands of Europe into a single empire. One of the 
poets at his court called him the “King Father of Europe.” 

 

Charlemagne built his empire with the help of a pope—Leo III, the leader of the Roman Catholic Church. The Church was 
a central part of society during this time, and for Charlemagne, the blessings of the Church sent the message, “God is on 
my side.” The Church also valued support from the empire, and Leo needed the backing of someone with an army. In 
return for Charlemagne's help, the pope crowned him Holy Roman emperor in 800 C.E. 

 

Charlemagne's empire survived many attacks. After his death in 814, however, it quickly fell apart. The weak rulers who 
followed him could not defend the empire against new waves of invasions. Still, these kings helped prepare the way for 
the system of feudalism by following Charlemagne's example of rewarding knights with land and privileges in return for 
military service. 

 

A Need for Order and Protection In the 9th and 10th centuries, Western Europe was threatened by three main groups. 
Muslims, or the followers of the religion of Islam, advanced from the Middle East and northern Africa into what is now 
Spain. The Magyars, a central Asian people, pressed in from the east. Vikings swept down from present-day Norway and 
Denmark. 

 

The Vikings were fierce warriors who instilled fear in the people of Europe. At times, the Vikings' intent was to set up 
colonies, but they were best known for their terrifying raids on towns and religious centers. 

 

Picture a Viking attack. The people of the town are at early morning church services when an alarm bell starts to clang. 
Vikings! Long, shallow wooden boats have brought the Vikings close to shore. Now they leave their boats and run 
toward the town with swords and axes raised over their heads. People are running in all directions, while several 
villagers who attempt to resist are killed. Others are seized by the Viking raiders and taken back to the ships. 
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Clearly, the people of Western Europe needed to figure out new methods of defense. To protect themselves and their 
property, they gradually developed the system we call feudalism. 

 

Feudalism: Establishing Order 

By the High Middle Ages (about 1000 C.E.), Europeans had developed the system of feudalism. Feudalism provided 
people with protection and safety by establishing a stable social order. 

 

Under this system, people were bound to one another by promises of loyalty. In theory, all the land in the kingdom 
belonged to the monarch (usually a king, but sometimes a queen). A large amount of land was also owned by the 
Church. The king kept some land for himself and gave fiefs (FEEFS), or land grants, to his most important lords, who 
became his vassals. In return, each lord promised to supply the king with knights in times of war. A lord then enlisted 
lesser lords and knights as his vassals. At times, these arrangements were written down, and some of these contracts 
even survive to this day in museums. 

 

At the bottom of the social system were peasants. Lords rented some of their land to the peasants who worked for 
them. However, some peasants, called serfs, were “tied” to the land they worked, which meant that they could not 
leave the lord's land without permission and had to farm his fields in exchange for a small plot of their own. 

 

Most lords and wealthier knights lived on manors, or large estates. A manor included a castle or manor house, one or 
more villages, and the surrounding farmland. Manors were in the country, far from towns, which required peasants to 
produce everything the people on the manor needed. Only a few goods came from outside the manor, such as salt for 
preserving meat and iron for making tools. 

 

During the Middle Ages, people were born into a social class for life. They had the same social position, and often the 
same job, as their parents. Let's take a closer look at the social classes in feudal society. 
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1) How did Charlemagne’s relationship with the Catholic Church benefit both the emperor and the pope? 

 

 

 

 

 

2) What were the greatest challenges people in Europe faced after the death of Charlemagne in 814? 

 

 

 

 

3) Label each Feudal class in the social order in the photo below 
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Social Studies 

 

● Directions: Read about the Scientific Revolution and Scientific Theory and answer the questions. 

● Learning Outcomes:  Describe how scientific theory were in direct conflict with the Catholic Church 

 

Roots of the Scientific Revolution 
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Humans have asked questions about nature since ancient times. What was different about the Scientific Revolution of 
the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries? What factors helped it arise? 

 

During the Middle Ages, two major sources guided most Europeans' thinking about the natural world. The first was the 
Bible because, for Christians, the Bible was the word of God. Therefore, whatever the Bible seemed to say about nature 
must be true. 

 

The second source was the teachings of Aristotle, a Greek philosopher who had written about logic in the 300s B.C.E. In 
the late Middle Ages, philosophers like Thomas Aquinas combined Aristotle's thinking with Christian faith by arguing 
that reason, or logical thought, could be used to support Christian beliefs. He held that the existence of God, for 
example, could be proven by reason. 

 

During the Renaissance, many thinkers began to question the conclusions of earlier thinkers. For example, Renaissance 
scholars rediscovered the cultures of ancient Greece and Rome. Arab, Christian, and Jewish scholars in the Muslim world 
translated many classical works and made advances of their own in such fields as medicine, astronomy, and 
mathematics. 

 

From the works of these scholars, Europeans learned about a greater variety of ideas. Many European philosophers 
were influenced by Greek rationalism, which was the belief that reason, or logical thought, could be used to discover 
basic truths about the world. Renaissance thinkers also observed nature directly. The Renaissance physician Vesalius 
dissected corpses to test ancient ideas about the body. Trust in reason and observation became a key part of modern 
science. 

 

Additionally, the Age of Exploration helped inspire the growth of science. For instance, in the 2nd century C.E., Ptolemy 
had stated that there were only three continents: Europe, Africa, and Asia. However, explorers who visited the Americas 
proved him wrong. Such discoveries encouraged Europeans to question existing knowledge. 
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Gradually, scientists developed a new method for probing nature's mysteries. Their work led to many dramatic 
discoveries. 

 

The Scientific Method 

A key outcome of the Scientific Revolution was the development of the scientific method. Two philosophers who 
influenced this development were Francis Bacon and Rene Descartes (reh-NAY dey-KAHRT). 

Francis Bacon was born in England in 1561. Bacon distrusted much of the traditional learning of the Middle Ages and 
argued that people could gain knowledge only if they rid their minds of false beliefs. He outlined a method of scientific 
investigation that depended on close observation. 

Rene Descartes was born in France in the year 1596. Descartes prized logic and mathematics. To gain knowledge that 
was certain, he suggested, people should doubt every statement until logic proved it to be true. Descartes also saw the 
physical universe as obeying universal mathematical laws. 

These ideas helped create a new approach to science. Eventually, scientists developed this approach into the scientific 
method, which combines logic, mathematics, and observation into five basic steps: 

 

1. The scientist states a question or problem. 

2. The scientist forms a hypothesis, or assumption, that might explain the problem. 

3. The scientist designs and conducts an experiment to test the hypothesis. 

4. The scientist measures the data, or information, produced by the experiment and records the results. 

5. The scientist analyzes the data to determine whether the hypothesis is correct. 
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Galileo's demonstration with falling objects illustrates how this method works. Galileo wondered whether objects of 
different weights fall at the same speed. He formed a hypothesis that they did, then designed and conducted an 
experiment to test it. He dropped a heavy and a light ball together from the same height off a tower and observed that 
they landed at the same time, which showed that his hypothesis was correct. 

Scientists still use this basic method today. An advantage of the scientific method is that any trained scientist can repeat 
what another has done. In this way, scientists can test each others' ideas. 

In one way, the spread of the scientific method marked a separation from the past. Fewer and fewer people looked to 
traditional authorities for the answers to scientific problems, but that did not mean they discarded all their old beliefs. 
For example, thinkers such as Descartes and Newton were deeply religious. For many, science was a way to better 
understand the world God had made. 

  

1) What two sources guided most Europeans’ thinking about the natural world during the Middle Ages?  How did 
those change during the renaissance?  

 

 

 

 

2) What role did Francis Bacon and Rene Descartes play in creating a new approach to science? 
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Social Studies  

 

● Learning Outcomes: How did the Columbian exchange reshape previously unconnected societies? 

● Directions-Read about the Reformation and how the Catholic Church weakened and answer the questions. 

 

The Weakening of the Catholic Church 

By the Late Middle Ages, two major problems were weakening the Roman Catholic Church. The first was worldliness and 
corruption within the Church, and the second was political conflict between the pope and European monarchs. 

Worldliness and Corruption Within the Church During the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church united the Christians of 
western Europe in a single faith. However, the Church was a political and economic institution as well as a religious one. 
By the 1300s, many Catholics felt that the Church had become too worldly and corrupt. 

Too frequently, Church officials failed to live up to their role as spiritual leaders. For example, priests, monks, and nuns 
made vows, or solemn promises, not to marry or have children, but many broke these vows. Others seemed to ignore 
Christian values, and Church leaders often behaved like royalty instead of God's servants. For example, the popes, and 
many cardinals and bishops, were extremely wealthy and powerful. 

People were also troubled by the way numerous Church officials raised money to support the church. One method was 
the practice of selling indulgences. An indulgence is a release from punishment for sins. 

During the Middle Ages, the Church granted indulgences in exchange for gifts to the Church and good works. People 
who received indulgences were not required to perform good deeds to make up for their sins. Over time, popes and 
bishops started selling indulgences as a way of raising money. This practice made it seem that people could buy 
forgiveness for their sins, an abuse that deeply disturbed many Catholics. 

The Church also sold offices, or leadership positions, a practice called simony. Instead of being chosen based on their 
merit and accomplishments, buyers simply paid for their jobs. Buying an office was worthwhile because it could be a 
source of income. Often, people acquired multiple offices in different locations without actually going there to perform 
their duties. 
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People questioned other practices as well. Some clergy charged pilgrims to see holy objects, such as the relics of saints. 

In addition, all Catholics paid taxes to the Church. Many people resented having to pay taxes to Rome in addition to their 
own governments. 

Political Conflicts with European Rulers In the Middle Ages, the pope became a powerful political figure, as well as a 
religious leader, and the Church accumulated vast amounts of wealth. Its political and economic power presented a 
problem for monarchs because the Church claimed that its clergy were independent of political rulers' control. 

As monarchs attempted to increase their own power, they frequently came into conflict with the pope. They quarreled 
with the pope over Church property and the right to make appointments to Church offices. In addition, popes became 
involved in other political conflicts, which prompted many to question the pope's authority and also damaged the 
Church's reputation. 

One dramatic crisis unfolded in France in 1301. When King Philip IV tried to tax the French clergy, the pope threatened 
to force him out of the Church. In response, soldiers hired by the king kidnapped the pope. The pope was soon released, 
but he died a few weeks later. 

 

The quarrel with the king ended under Pope Clement V. In 1309, Clement moved his headquarters from Rome to the 
French city of Avignon. During his reign, he appointed 24 new cardinals, 22 of whom were French. The next six popes 
also lived in Avignon and named more French cardinals. Many Europeans believed that France's kings now controlled 
the papacy, or the office of the pope, causing them to lose respect for the pope as the Church's supreme leader. 

 

An even worse crisis developed after Pope Gregory XI returned the papacy to Rome in 1377. When Gregory died in 1378, 
an Italian was elected pope and refused to move back to Avignon. A group of cardinals, most of them French, left Rome 
and elected a rival pope, leading the Church to have one pope in Rome and one in Avignon. Later, a Church council 
elected a third pope. Each pope claimed to be the real head of the Church. 
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This division in the Church is called the Western Schism. For nearly 40 years, the various lines of popes denounced each 
other as impostors, which divided and confused Catholics. The Western Schism lessened people's respect for the papacy 
and sparked calls for reform. 

 

1) Complete the chart below by identifying three similarities between the classroom activity and the Catholic 
Church’s selling of indulgences. 

Classroom Activity Historical Connection 

The school attempted to raise money by selling points to 

students. 

 

 

 

 

Students who performed poorly on the quiz or other 

assignments were told they could still earn high grades by 

buying points. 

 

 

Students who honored the academic process or couldn’t 

afford to buy points were troubled by the policy, believing it 

was wrong or unfair. 

 

 

 

 

2) Name three factors, besides selling indulgences, which contributed to the weakening of the Catholic Church. 
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Social Studies  
 

● Learning Outcomes: How did the Columbian exchange reshape previously unconnected societies? 
● Directions- Read about the Age of Exploration and answer the questions below. 

 
The Causes of European Exploration 
Why did European exploration begin to flourish in the 1400s? Two main reasons stand out. First, Europeans of this time 
had several motives for exploring the world. Second, advances in knowledge and technology helped to make the Age of 
Exploration possible. 
 
Motives for Exploration For early explorers, one of the primary motives for exploration was the desire to establish new 
trade routes to Asia. By the 1400s, merchants and Crusaders had brought numerous goods to Europe from Africa, the 
Middle East, and Asia. Demand for these goods increased the desire for trade. 
 
Europeans were especially interested in spices from Asia. They had learned to use spices to help preserve food during 
winter and to conceal the taste of food that was no longer fresh. 
 
Trade with the East, however, was difficult and very expensive, in part because Muslims and Italians controlled the flow of 
goods. Muslim traders carried goods to the east coast of the Mediterranean Sea, and Italian merchants then brought the 
goods into Europe. Problems arose when Muslim rulers sometimes closed the trade routes from Asia to Europe. Also, the 
goods passed through many hands, and each trading party increased the price. 
 
European monarchs and merchants wanted to break the hold that Muslims and Italians had on trade. One way to do so 
was to find a sea route to Asia. Portuguese sailors looked for a route that went around Africa, and Christopher Columbus 
tried to reach Asia by sailing west across the Atlantic. 

 
Europe’s Age of Exploration produced key advances in cartography. This map dates from the 1400s. How accurate is it 
compared to a modern map? 
Other motives also came into play. Many people were excited by the opportunity for new knowledge, while explorers 
sought the chance to earn fame and glory, as well as wealth. As new lands were discovered, nations wanted to claim the 
lands' riches for themselves. 
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A final motive for exploration was the desire to spread Christianity beyond Europe. Both Protestant and Catholic nations 
were eager to make new converts, with missionaries of both faiths following the paths blazed by explorers. 
 
Advances in Knowledge and Technology The Age of Exploration began during the Renaissance. The Renaissance 
was a time of new learning when a number of advances occurred that made it easier for explorers to venture into the 
unknown. 
 
One key advance was in cartography, the art and science of mapmaking. In the early 1400s, an Italian scholar translated 
an ancient book called Guide to Geography from Greek into Latin. The book was written by the thinker Ptolemy (TOL-eh-
mee) in the 2nd century C.E. Printed copies of the book inspired new interest in cartography, and European mapmakers 
used Ptolemy's work as a basis for drawing more accurate maps. 
Discoveries by explorers provided mapmakers with new information to use. The result was a dramatic change in 
Europeans' view of the world. By the 1500s, Europeans made globes showing Earth as a sphere. In 1507, a German 
cartographer made the first map that clearly showed North and South America as separate from Asia. 
 
In turn, better maps made navigation easier. The most important Renaissance geographer, Gerardus Mercator (mer-KAY-
tur), created maps using improved lines of longitude and latitude, which were a great help to navigators. 
 
An improved ship design also helped explorers. By the 1400s, Portuguese and Spanish shipbuilders were making a new 
type of ship called a caravel. These ships were small, fast, and simple to maneuver and had special bottoms that made it 
easier for explorers to travel along coastlines where the water was shallow. Caravels also used lateen sails, a triangular 
style adapted from Muslim ships that could be positioned to take advantage of the wind regardless of its direction. 
 
Along with better ships, new navigational tools helped sailors travel more safely on the open seas. By the end of the 
1400s, the compass, which sailors used to find their bearing, or direction of travel, was much improved. The astrolabe 
helped sailors determine their distance north or south from the equator. 
 
Finally, improved weapons gave Europeans a huge advantage over the people they met in their explorations. Sailors 
could fire their cannons at targets near the shore without leaving their ships. On land, the weapons of native peoples often 
were no match for European guns, armor, and horses. 
 
Portugal Begins the Age of Exploration 
The Age of Exploration began in Portugal, a small country located on the Iberian Peninsula. Its rulers sent explorers first 
to nearby Africa and then around the world. 
 
Key Portuguese Explorers The major figure in early Portuguese exploration was Prince Henry, the son of King John I of 
Portugal. Nicknamed “the Navigator,” Prince Henry was not an explorer himself, but he encouraged exploration and 
planned and directed many important expeditions. 
 
Beginning in about 1418, Henry sent explorers to sea almost every year. He also started a school of navigation where 
sailors and mapmakers could learn their trades. His cartographers made new maps based on the information ship 
captains brought back. 
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Henry's early expeditions focused on the west coast of Africa. He wanted to continue the Crusades against the Muslims, 
find gold, and participate in Asian trade. 
 
Gradually, Portuguese explorers made their way farther and farther south. In 1488, Bartolomeu Dias became the first 
European to sail around the southern tip of Africa. 
 
In July 1497, Vasco da Gama set sail with four ships to chart a sea route to India. Da Gama's ships rounded Africa's 
southern tip and then sailed up the east coast of the continent. With the help of a sailor who knew the route to India from 
there, they were able to cross the Indian Ocean. 
 
In May 1498, Da Gama arrived in the port of Calicut, India, where he obtained a load of cinnamon and pepper. On the 
return trip to Portugal, da Gama lost half of his ships. However, his valuable cargo paid for the voyage many times over. 
His trip increased the Portuguese's eagerness to trade directly with Indian merchants. 
 
Spain's Early Explorations 
In the late 1400s, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain were determined to make their country a powerful force in 
Europe. One way they thought to do this was to sponsor explorations to claim new lands for Spain. 
 
Key Explorers for Spain It was Ferdinand and Isabella who sponsored the voyages of Christopher Columbus. The 
Italian-born Columbus thought that the Indies, or eastern Asia, lay on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean and believed 
sailing west would be the easiest route to reach it. 
 
When Columbus failed to win Portuguese support for his idea, Ferdinand and Isabella agreed to pay for the risky voyage. 
They wanted to beat Portugal in the race to control the trade wealth of Asia. They also wanted to spread Christianity. 
 
In August 1492, three ships left Spain under Columbus's command. For the crew, venturing into the open ocean was 
frightening. 
 
Explorer Christopher Columbus convinced King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain to support his westward voyages. 
As the weeks passed, some of the men started to fear they would never see Spain again. Then, on October 12, a lookout 
sighted land. Columbus went ashore on an island in the Caribbean Sea and claimed it for Spain. 
 
For three months, Columbus and his men explored nearby islands with assistance from native islanders, whom the 
Spanish called Taino (TY-noh). Thinking they were in the Indies, the Spanish soon called all the local people “Indians.” 
 
In March 1493, Columbus arrived back in Spain and proudly reported that he had reached Asia. Over the next ten years, 
he made three more voyages to what he called the Indies. He died in Spain in 1506, still insisting that he had sailed to 
Asia. 
 
Many Europeans, however, believed that Columbus had actually found a land mass between Europe and Asia. One of 
these was Ferdinand Magellan (muh-JEL-uhn), a Portuguese explorer. 
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Magellan believed he could sail west to the Indies if he found a strait, or channel, through South America. The strait would 
connect the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, allowing ships to continue on to Asia. Magellan won Spain's support for a voyage 
to find the strait and, in August 1519, set sail with five ships and about 250 men. 
 
Magellan looked for the strait all along South America's east coast and finally found it at the southern tip of the continent. 
Today, it is called the Strait of Magellan. 

 
To increase their nation’s power, Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain sponsored several expeditions in search of better trade 
routes and new lands to control. 
After passing through the strait, Magellan reached the Pacific Ocean in November 1520, but it took another three months 
to cross the Pacific. Continuing west, Magellan visited the Philippines, where he became involved in a conflict between 
two local chiefs. In April 1521, Magellan was killed in the fighting. 
 
Magellan's crew sailed on to the Spice Islands. Three years after the expedition began, the only ship to survive the 
expedition returned to Spain. The 18 sailors on board were the first people to travel completely around Earth. 
 
 

1) From your reading, choose three of the motives for exploration. Rank the motives in terms of how influential you 
think each was in causing the Age of Exploration. 

 
 
 
 
 

2) List four of the advances that allowed for easier exploration during this time. Then write a one-sentence 
explanation of each advance.  
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3) Complete the following sentence: Vasco de Gama was important to Portuguese exploration because . . . 
 
 
 
 

4)  List the various effects of early Spanish exploration. Your list should include at least five different effects 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Students, 

 

If you can access Schoology, I invite you to participate in online discussion boards.  I will post related videos and articles 
and we will discuss as we would in the class.  Check Schoology over the next 3 weeks. 

Stay Safe. 


