Chivalry as a Political Tool for Medieval Monarchs: A Literary Perspective
Chivalry in the 11th to 13th centuries provided an informal but prescriptive and influential code of conduct that defined the rules and expectations of noble behaviour. Medieval monarchs used these standards to apply pressure to unruly nobles, reward loyal supporters, create a unified culture among the warrior class and establish clear hierarchies of power and authority, with kings across Europe masterfully wielding the code of chivalry as a sophisticated political tool to maintain control over their powerful nobles. Chivalry in medieval Europe represented an intricate blend of ethical, martial, and religious principles, its ideals of loyalty, honour, and service resonating deeply within a hierarchical and feudal society in a time absent of a central code of law, and effective and consistent ‘law enforcement’, with knights played a central role in upholding the social order. 
Contemporary medieval literature played a pivotal role in defining and propagating chivalry, embedding chivalric values within narratives that glorified rulers and reinforced their political agendas. Texts like the Chanson de Roland, Le Morte d’Arthur, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight not only celebrated knightly ideals but also reflected and endorsed the political aims of their patrons. This essay examines the literary and historical dimensions of chivalry, exploring how medieval monarchs adapted and institutionalised the concept to serve their political and personal ambitions. 
The Chivalric code originated in feudal Europe following the collapse of the Carolingian empire in the 9th century. Centralised authority, once embodied in the Roman Empire or Charlemagne’s reign, was replaced by a decentralised feudal system, with monarchs often lacking the resources and infrastructure to enforce laws across vast territories, and a fragmentation of political power necessitating systems of loyalty and mutual obligation. 
Without centralised policing, the maintenance of order often depended on the self-regulation of the warrior elite. The chivalric code functioned as a form of ethical governance, establishing norms that discouraged arbitrary violence and encouraged knights to uphold justice. Key principles, such as protecting the weak and respecting non-combatants, aimed to temper the martial aggression of knights with moral responsibility.
In practice, however, adherence to the chivalric code was uneven. While the ideal knight upheld justice and defended the oppressed, the reality was often one of power struggles and opportunism. The lack of enforcement meant that the code was aspirational rather than universally observed. Nevertheless, the cultural prestige of chivalry influenced behaviour, encouraging knights to align their actions with its values (or at least appear to do so).
Medieval scholars note that chivalry was deliberately nurtured by the Church, following initiatives like the Peace of God (Pax Dei) and the Truce of God (Treuga Dei), early attempts to impose moral order on knights, restricting violence against clergy, peasants, and property during specific times. These movements laid the groundwork for the chivalric ideal of protecting the defenceless and serving a higher cause. This religious sanctioning of chivalric codes gave monarchs additional leverage in controlling their nobility, as knights were bound not just by feudal obligations but by spiritual ones as well, further underscored by the belief of a king's divine right to rule. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Leta Bressin, Flawed Knighthood and Kingship in the Medieval Literary Tradition, 2016 <https://digitalcommons.longwood.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1373&context=etd> [accessed 12 December 2024]] 

The Chanson de Roland (11th century) is one of the earliest texts to codify chivalric ideals in a literary form. The song celebrates loyalty and martial valour as Roland and his companions defend Charlemagne’s empire against the Saracens and is among a number of French epics espousing his position as a divinely appointed ruler, reflecting the political and religious underpinnings of chivalry.[footnoteRef:2] ‘You have sat in the seat in which God Himself sat. Henceforth may you be called Charlemagne, king of kings.’[footnoteRef:3] declares one of these epics, Charlemagne’s Journey, emphasizing the monarch’s divine authority. [2:  Maurice Keen, Chivalry (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1984) p.103-107]  [3:  Simon Gaunt and Karen Pratt (eds.). The Song of Roland and Other Poems of Charlemagne (London, England: Oxford University Press 2016) p.201] 

Chivalry also gained traction through the institution of knighthood, which formalised the relationship between lords and their vassals. Ceremonies of knighthood invoked chivalric principles, intertwining martial service with moral and religious obligations, creating a fusion of ethics, religion, and loyalty, providing monarchs with a powerful means of fostering allegiance and legitimising their rule. By the high medieval period, according to historian Richard Kaeuper, chivalry had become so important to influential commentators that nearly every discussion of the time adhered to a chivalric framework for understanding their world.[footnoteRef:4] This demonstrates how thoroughly society, and more importantly monarchs, had embedded chivalric ideals into medieval political culture. [4:  Richard W. Kaeuper, Cambridge Medieval Textbooks: Medieval Chivalry (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2016) p.3] 

The literary canon of medieval Europe was instrumental in shaping and popularizing the ideals of chivalry. Writers such as Chrétien de Troyes and Geoffrey of Monmouth expanded the Arthurian legends, crafting narratives that celebrated chivalric virtues while also reflecting contemporary political concerns. Monarchs harnessed literature to amplify the ideals of chivalry and associate these values with their reigns; by commissioning poets, chroniclers, and troubadours, rulers ensured that their deeds were immortalised in narratives that aligned with chivalric ideals.
Monarchs often directly influenced the production of such works. King Edward III’s patronage of poets and chroniclers exemplifies the role of literature in glorifying chivalric ideals and, by extension, royal authority and his court was a veritable hub of literary production. Works like Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale reflect the chivalric ethos prevalent in Edward’s reign, emphasizing themes of honour, loyalty, and martial prowess. These narratives not only entertained but also served as subtle propaganda, reinforcing the idea of the king as the ultimate arbiter of chivalric virtue.[footnoteRef:5] Some of these medieval writers shows us that on occasion, the propaganda was far from subtle in extolling a king’s chivalric virtues. Jean Froissart's account of Edward III often ventures into hyperbolic praise, portraying the king as the epitome of chivalric perfection. In one instance, Froissart writes: ‘the noble and valiant king Edward, of whom this history speaks; brave, wise, very enterprising, and fortunate in war…who so potently reigned, and who was engaged in so many battles and perilous adventures, and other feats of arms and great prowess’.[footnoteRef:6] His prose exemplifies the tendency of some medieval chroniclers to idealize their royal patrons, often elevating them to almost mythical status. The language conveys an uncritical admiration, reinforcing Edward III’s image as a chivalric paragon but stretching plausibility in its descriptions. [5:  Chaucer, Geoffrey, Andrew Ingraham, and Geoffrey-Canterbury Chaucer. Geoffrey Chaucer’s the Prologue to the Book of the Tales of Caterbury; The Knight’s Tale; The Nun’s Priest’s Tale (Legare Street Press 2021) p.29-43]  [6:  John Froissart, Preface, Ch. 1-11, Chronicles of England, France and Spain and the Surrounding Countries, by Sir John Froissart, Translation by Thomas Johnes; Online Text, History of the Middle Ages and Chivalry. [n.d.]. Elfinspell.com <https://www.elfinspell.com/FroissartPrefaceStyle.html> [accessed 13 December 2024]] 

In France, monarchs similarly patronised writers who glorified the chivalric tradition. The Arthurian legends, popularized by Chrétien de Troyes and later adapted by other authors, depicted idealised kings like Arthur as paragons of chivalry, and while ostensibly set in a mythic past, they resonated with contemporary audiences, subtly endorsing the values and authority of their rulers. Chrétien’s Lancelot, the Knight of the Cart (c. 1177) exemplifies the romanticisation of chivalry. Lancelot’s unwavering devotion to Queen Guinevere and his moral struggles highlight the complex interplay between love, loyalty, and duty. Similarly, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight explores themes of honour and integrity, with the protagonist exulted as the ideal: ‘For Gawain was as honest and true as a Knight should be, as kind and chivalrous and courteous.’[footnoteRef:7] These texts served not only as entertainment but also as didactic tools, promoting ideals that aligned with the interests of ruling elites. [7:  Michael Morpurgo, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (London, England: Walker Books, 2013) p.9
] 

Chivalry offered medieval monarchs a versatile tool for consolidating power and legitimising their authority, insofar as the nobility adhered to the code. By aligning themselves with chivalric ideals, rulers positioned themselves as paragons of virtue and protectors of their realms. The ideal of chivalry, though ostensibly a moral and martial code, became a strategic instrument for these monarchs, with many throughout the high medieval period leveraging its ideals to command loyalty, project legitimacy, and strengthen their political dominance. This alignment was evident in the establishment of chivalric orders, royal patronage of tournaments, and the use of chivalry in justifying military campaigns.

One of the most direct ways monarchs institutionalised chivalry was by creating chivalric orders. These orders, exclusive circles of elite knights, formalised bonds of loyalty and solidarity among the nobility under the crown's auspices and were not unique in the period. As Steve Tibble notes ‘the concept of chivalry (had) cultural equivalents elsewhere, and one finds parallels in the Muslim concept of furusiyya’.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Steve Tibble, Crusader Criminals: The Knights Who Went Rogue in the Holy Land (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2024) p.46] 

The Order of the Garter, founded by Edward III of England in 1348, exemplifies how chivalric ideals could be co-opted for political purposes. Membership in the Order was considered a prestigious honour, binding knights to the king both symbolically and practically. The Garter ceremonies emphasised the monarch’s role as a moral and martial leader, while the motto Honi soit qui mal y pense (‘Shame on him who thinks evil of it’)[footnoteRef:9] reflected an ethos of loyalty and righteousness. Such institutions reinforced the idea that the monarch was the ultimate arbiter of chivalric virtue, a figure deserving of unquestioned allegiance. [9:  The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, “The Most Noble Order of the Garter,” Encyclopedia Britannica (https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Most-Noble-Order-of-the-Garter) [accessed 12 December 2024]] 

Similarly, in France, King John II established the Order of the Star in 1351. While the Order’s lofty ideals emphasised bravery and service to the crown, its rigid adherence to codes of conduct sometimes led to disastrous results, as seen in the Battle of Mauron (1352), where French knights, bound by their oaths, refused to retreat despite overwhelming odds, highlighting how chivalry, when institutionalised, could function as both a unifying force and a potential liability.
Chivalric tournaments were another key tool for monarchs to showcase their authority and reinforce loyalty among their vassals. These events, often grand and highly ritualised, celebrated martial skill and knightly virtues while serving as opportunities for rulers to solidify their connections with the nobility, through both patronage and on occasion, direct involvement as a participant.
In these tournaments, monarchs acted as patrons and judges, and were able to present themselves as the epitome of chivalric ideals. Philip IV of France, for instance, used tournaments not only as displays of chivalric splendour but also as occasions for political manoeuvring. By awarding prizes and bestowing honours, he cultivated loyalty among his knights, reinforcing the feudal bonds that underpinned his rule.
Tournaments also served as a form of propaganda. They allowed rulers to project an image of unity and strength to both domestic and foreign audiences. Lavish displays of wealth and pageantry at these events demonstrated a monarch’s capability and control over resources, further legitimising their rule. Beyond their celebratory nature, tournaments could also serve as platforms for conflict de-escalation and resolution – monarchs could use these gatherings to mediate disputes between knights, and in some instances banning those that have the potential for escalating violence beyond the ‘acceptable’ level, reinforcing their role as just rulers and guardians of the chivalric code.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Tibble, Crusader Criminals, p.48] 

Perhaps the most profound political application of chivalry was in the justification of military campaigns, particularly the Crusades. The Church and monarchs alike utilised chivalric rhetoric to frame these expeditions as moral imperatives, casting knights as protectors of Christendom and warriors of divine justice.
The rallying cry of “God wills it!” (Deus vult),[footnoteRef:11] famously associated with the First Crusade (1096–1099), encapsulated this fusion of chivalric and religious ideology. By appealing to knights’ sense of duty and honour, monarchs and Church leaders mobilised vast armies under the banner of chivalry, with crusading chronicles, such as those of William of Tyre, glorifying these campaigns, portraying them as epic battles between good and evil. [11:  Valentin Portnykh, “God Wills It! Supplementary Divine Purposes for the Crusades According to Crusade Propaganda,” The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 70.3, 2019, p.472–86 https://doi.org/10.1017/s0022046918002610 [accessed 12 December 2024]] 

For monarchs like Richard the Lionheart of England, the Crusades offered opportunities to reinforce their chivalric image on a global stage. Richard’s exploits during the Third Crusade (1189–1192) were romanticised in contemporary accounts, such as the Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi (The Itinerary of the Pilgrims and the Deeds of King Richard). These narratives emphasised his valour, piety, and martial prowess, cementing his reputation as an ideal chivalric king.
Similarly, Louis IX of France (later canonised as Saint Louis) used the Crusades to reinforce his image as a pious and chivalric ruler. His participation in the Seventh and Eighth Crusades, while ultimately unsuccessful, bolstered his legacy as a monarch deeply committed to Christian values and knightly ideals. His actions were immortalised in works like Jean de Joinville’s Life of Saint Louis, which celebrated his chivalric virtues and religious zeal.
Chivalry also played a role in domestic governance, particularly in managing relations between the crown and the nobility. By emphasising chivalric ideals such as loyalty, monarchs fostered a sense of shared identity and purpose among their vassals.
During times of political instability, chivalry served as a unifying force. Henry V of England, for example, invoked chivalric rhetoric to rally his troops before the Battle of Agincourt (1415). Shakespeare’s dramatisation of his speech in Henry V famously captures this sentiment: ‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.’[footnoteRef:12] Although fictionalised, this reflects the broader use of chivalric ideals to inspire solidarity and loyalty. Medieval historian Maurice Bennett emphasizes that chivalry served as a means to ‘bind to themselves a powerful subordinate class,’[footnoteRef:13] highlighting how monarchs used chivalric codes to maintain control over their warrior nobility. [12:  William Shakespeare, King Henry V (London, England: Oxford University Press 1995) p.86]  [13:  Matthew Bennett, “Why Chivalry? Military ‘Professionalism’ in the Twelfth Century: The Origins and Expressions of a Socio-Military Ethos,” in The Chivalric Ethos and the Development of Military Professionalism (Leiden, Netherlands: BRILL, 2003), p.46 [accessed 12 December 2024]] 

Chivalry also informed legal and ethical frameworks. Monarchs often acted as arbiters in disputes involving knights, resolving conflicts in ways that upheld the chivalric code. This not only reinforced their authority but also positioned them as guardians of justice and moral order.
The decline of chivalry as a practical code began in the late medieval period, driven by changes in warfare and evolving cultural values. The advent of gunpowder weapons and professional armies rendered the knight’s role increasingly obsolete, and at the same time, Renaissance humanism prompted a more critical evaluation of chivalric ideals, leading to a weakening of the code as a tool. 
Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605) epitomises this critique, portraying a protagonist who clings to an anachronistic vision of knighthood, a fantasy of a bygone era,[footnoteRef:14] encapsulating the growing scepticism toward chivalry’s relevance. Despite its decline, the legacy of chivalry persisted in European culture, influencing notions of honour and conduct well into the modern era. [14:  De Cervantes Saavedra, Miguel. 2003. Don Quixote (London, England: Penguin Classics)
] 

The concept of chivalry was undeniably a powerful political tool, both ideal and pragmatic, even with the inherent pitfalls of using a code reliant on the best of human nature in what was a violent, tumultuous period. The genius of medieval monarchs lay in their ability to transform what began as a warrior's code into a comprehensive system of social and political control, one that bound their most powerful subjects to them through bonds of honour, religion, and culture. Its synthesis of these values provided rulers with a framework for fostering loyalty, legitimising authority, and shaping cultural narratives. Contemporary literature played a crucial role in propagating chivalric ideals, and by intertwining chivalric ideals with their political ambitions, rulers crafted a powerful narrative of legitimacy and unity. Chivalry, as both a cultural and political construct, enabled medieval monarchs to navigate the complex dynamics of power, loyalty, and identity in their realms.
Understanding the intricate relationship between chivalry and monarchy offers an important lens through which to examine the medieval political landscape and the strategies employed by monarchs to maintain and consolidate their power.
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