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To what extent was the concept of chivalry a political tool for medieval monarchs?

Introduction
In this essay I will be talking about how chivalry was used as a political tool by monarchs during the middle ages, To do this effectively I will be breaking chivalry down first in this introduction I will talk about what the concept of chivalry was and when it began in the middle ages. I will then break chivalry down into three key talking points: The view of chivalry in medieval society, How it was woven into the position of a knight, How chivalry was used in medieval warfare, Before discussing whether or not it was able to be used politicly.
The term chivalry comes from the old French word chevalier meaning horse soilder, but later came to mean “The moral and social mores of male members of the military elite”. Chivalry can first be seen to develop within medieval culture from the late-eleventh century onward as a method of moderating the behaviour of the professional warrior class. Chivalry also often manifest itself in medieval culture as an aspirational ideology and set of behaviours primarily subscribed to by the military elite. Though the term chivalry didn’t emerge until the eleventh century earlier forms of it can be seen, For example some of the earliest mentions of chivalry is in Arthurian times with the oath sworn by the knights of the round table.

The Arthurian code of chivalry sworn by the knights of the round table.
“Then the king established all knights and gave them riches and land and charged them never to do outrage nor murder, and always to flee treason, and to give mercy unto him that asketh mercy, upon pain for forfeiture of their worship and lordship of king Arthur for evermore, and always to do ladies, damsels, gentlewomen and widows succour and to strengthen them in their rights, and never to enforce them, upon pain of death. Also that no man takes no battles in a wrongful quarrel for no love, nor for no worldly goods. So unto this where all the knights of the round table sworn, both young and old, and every year after so where they sworn at the feast of Pentecost”. 

Body

The view of chivalry in medieval society
In medieval society chivalry had its beginning as a list of rules and practices to follow in warfare. Though it would later begin to cover a wider range of practices and have a larger social influence. This can be seen to begin in a period of French cultural dominance, as it was in French handbooks on knighthood and romance that the ideals of medieval European chivalry had their most powerful expression.
Medieval chivalry was a highly serious code originally meant to hold knights both young and old to a higher standard, although this would later expand to be used by other members of the nobility and elite, chivalry would come to encompass a wide rage of ideologies including but not limited to matters relating to: violence and honour, piety, elite political and personal relationships, love and gender relationships, and rightful marital possessions are just some of the ideologies influenced by chivalry.
The impact of chivalry on society is perhaps one of its most unseen but far reaching impacts as you did not have to be a member of the nobility to be considered chivalrous and it gave the peasantry an ideology to believe in and strive for that in some ways lay outside the control of the church.



How chivalry was woven into the position of a knight
Early forms of chivalry in the medieval period emerged in part from a mixture of classical values, barbarian culture and Christian piety. As the ideas of chivalry began to emerge in medieval Europe they quickly merged with the ideas of knighthood and they quickly raised issues around the conduct of war and class. Knighthoods in Europe emerged from the disorder of the tenth century, with Europe in a state of anarchy lacking central authority local powers would claim legitimacy though the process of building fortresses (known as castellation) to oppress, extort and bully the local peasantry into compliance. Underlying this was an economic malaise and an endemic violence along with the feuding between local powers for control of the region. 
In its most basic form the code of chivalry emerged as a series of rational decisions used amongst the members of the fighting elite, this included matters such as if you spare my life I will spare yours and that you can profit from the capture of an enemy so long as you trust them to ransom themselves. Chivalry also applied to aspects of civil life in the feudal relationship between a vassal and their lord with the relationship being one of service.
In time these courtesies became an elaborate code of behaviour specifying the ideal behaviour of a knight to any one they encountered whether they where friend or enemy. Medieval chivalry was a self-conception of the Frankish warrior elite and he became not just about the profession of soldering but was adopted as a part of the ruling class identity, thus while not all knights where members of high nobility the high nobility would often think of themselves as having knightly or chivalrous qualities. Although saying this it is important to mention that chivalry while synonyms with knights and nobility it was not limited to them and anyone even members of the peasantry could be seen as chivalrous and that not all knights and nobility where considered chivalrous. 


How was chivalry used in medieval warfare
In medieval world their was a different view to war then today, where as today war is seen as an atrocity that must be stopped in the middle ages it was seen as a normal and acceptable state of the world with most people believing that it was apart of the natural order, part of this view comes from the belief that the first war took place in heaven when God and his angels cast out Satan and his rebels. 
This can be seen in the medieval author Honore Bonet when he wrote in the late fourteenth century in his three battles “It would not be natural for the world to be at peace, for war came from God who awards victory and could be evil only in its use rather than its basic nature. If the innocent suffer, divine will may be allowing them to do penance for their sins even before death sends them to final jugement”. 
Chivalries place in war came as a result of the warrior elite trying to bring discipline and order to the chaos that war can create they did this by creating the code of chivalry that in its base form meant that all warriors sworn to the code could not face or harm those not sworn to it, if their opponent asks for mercy they must grant it and that if members of the knight, chivalric orders or nobility are captured in war they are not to be executed like commoners but used as ransom, although it is worth noting that these rules where not always followed as seen during the battle of Agincourt when Henry V ordered the execution of the French knights captured in the battle many of whom belonged to the nobility. 


Critical Discussion
How was it possible for chivalry to be used politicly
Chivalry could be used politicly in a number of way during the medieval period, as can be seen in 1095 when Pope Urban the second sent out a call to arms across Europe to the nobility for a crusade to the holy land to take it in the name of God, this was received with vast enthusiasm by the nobility as it was seen as righteous and that participating in the crusade would grant them an eternal place in heaven, this is significant as it led to two-hundred years of war and the mobilisation of hundreds of thousands of soldiers on both sides of the conflict, and has left a lasting impact that can still be used today.
Chivalry could also be used politically when dealing with the capture of knights, nobility or royalty in war as these individuals could be ransomed for massive sums depending on their wealth or importance which was a useful tool for medieval monarchs to either amend financial losses in failed or stagnant military campaigns or to help fund future ones. Chivalry could also be used as a political tool to influence and ashore the loyalty of knights both young and old to either the monarch or the lord they were a vassal of. 
Although chivalry was used in political ways it is important to remember it was not designed with this in mind and at its core it was designed to hold the warrior elite and later knights to a higher standard and to help provide guid lines/rules around the actions taken in war and to an extent stop the warrior elite from suppressing or killing the peasantry for entertainment or out of boredom in times of peace and to help shape the view that it is their duty to instead protect them, thus limiting its effective use for political means. This is most likely why that as the middle ages came to a close so did the traditional views of chivalry and that the forms of chivalry that survived into the second classical era change to better suet the needs of monarchs or have them end entirely due to a changing society where they may have been seen as outdated or possibly barbarice.



Conclusion
In this essay my goal was to research one key question, To what extent was the concept of chivalry a political tool for medieval monarchs? To do this I broke it up into three key talking points: The view of chivalry in medieval society, How chivalry was woven into the position of a knight and How chivalry was used in medieval warfare. Though my research I have learned that it could be used as a political tool as seen during the crusades and other military campaigns across Europe during the middle ages, This said I have also found that it was not necessarily the most effective as at its core the code of chivalry was designed to be one of honour and that its intentions to inspire members of the warrior class in particular knights to follow strict rules on how to both participate in war but also in society, It was also designed to give rules and discipline to the chaos of war not to be used as a political tool because of this it is limited to how it can be used in a political fashion. 




Bibliography
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=8a2yDAAAQBAJ&lpg=PR12&ots=nhAfKh99f1&dq=medieval%20chivalry%20in%20war&lr&pg=PR12#v=onepage&q&f=false Medieval Chivalry
By Richard W. Kaeuper

KenMondschein Chivalry and Knighthood 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=67XWQD7rZcoC&lpg=PR7&ots=irvn7enDS2&dq=chivalry%20in%20medieval%20society&lr&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe
By Richard Kaeuper

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=5SgbDQAAQBAJ&lpg=PP1&ots=1vXUP9ygGJ&dq=chivalry%20in%20medieval%20politics&lr&pg=PA1#v=onepage&q&f=false Chivalry and the Medieval Past, Volume 7
edited by Katie Stevenson, Barbara Gribling 

Handbook of Arthurian Romance: King Arthur's Court in Medieval European ... pages 13 and 14
edited by Leah Tether, Johnny McFadyen

Keen, M. (2020). Chivalry. In Gentry culture in late-medieval England, Manchester, England: Manchester University Press. available from: < https://doi.org/10.7765/9781526148261.00009> [Accessed 07 December 2025] 



 

