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[bookmark: _Int_uMt10I1e]To answer the question of if the Normans were united by a shared sense of identity, the question of what the Norman identity was and who the Normans were who could qualify in having such an identity must first be defined. The more common, historically problematic definition of the Norman people as both the nobility which governed and the subjects of said Norman governance across their holdings is a misunderstanding of the social and political dynamics which were present throughout the various holdings and kingdoms of the Norman empire at its peak. While Normans controlled England, Ireland, Sicily, Antioch and parts of northern Africa, southern Italy and Ireland, they did not occupy these lands in a way which would transpose the Norman identity onto their subjects. The Normans in a way closer to how they self-identified were a smaller, elite class of noblemen originating from Scandinavia, primarily Denmark, who formed a superstratum above the existing societies in the lands which they occupied. In many cases, the societal structures remained intact though Norman dukes and lords now replaced the previous noblemen who held positions of power and import across the various lands they now controlled; as a result of this conservative approach to colonial governance, the shared identity (or Normanitas) did not carry down strongly from the ruling class to their fiefs. It can be argued that these ruling Normans had a strong sense of shared identity. Many recurring motifs can be found in the various histories commissioned by and written by Normans — they are, with rare exception, shown as strong, just and glorious and their core identity, their Normanitas, is derived from divine provenance, as they are also shown without exception to be deeply pious Roman Catholics who are, in literal and figurative description, the sons of God. As such, the Norman identity can be clearly defined as these shared characteristics and traits, while the literal definition of who the Normans were is more specific than stating Normans were all those in Norman land, as the Normans did not sufficiently differentiate their governed people from their prior societies to imbue Normanitas onto them.

These properties are those applied in the most literal sense to the Dukes of Normandy in the writing of Dudo of Saint-Quentin. While Dudo's panegyric Gesta Normannorum has a largely controversial place in Norman histories for its factual inaccuracies and deeply hagiographic overtones, it therefore serves as a crucial piece of writing to understand the Norman desired identity. Dudo was commissioned by both Count Richard I and Richard II of Normandy to write his history, and while there is no explicit mention of any editorial oversight, it can be easily inferred that there were intended messages of what constituted Normanitas in which properties are ascribed to both Dudo's patrons and the first Norman leader Rollo. Dudo writes in chapter 59 on the Gesta Normannorum of Richard II that he is ‘blessed and holy [and] all the gifts of the evangelical beatitudes are certainly found in him’.[footnoteRef:1] Earlier in the text, recounting a meeting between King Æthelstan[footnoteRef:2] of England and Rollo, the former is quoted as having said of Rollo in a ‘prophetic voice’ that ‘I owe you the very greatest thanks for, because of me, you left behind a realm given to you by God and hastily came to my assistance.’[footnoteRef:3] The direct prophetic voice ascribed to Æthelstan is important, as lending this direct quotation to a non-Norman source imbues Rollo with an outside verification of his pious Normanitas. That Dudo specifically quotes Æthelstan as ascribing the realm as given by God to Rollo instead of the Norman people at large indicates the closed nature of Normanitas within the ruling class, rather than that of the common people underneath them. As such, there is a shared sense of identity present in the Gesta Normannorum from the shared attributes of Richard and Rollo, but this shared identity is not one given outside of the nobility which ruled Norman lands. [1:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, chapter 59. <https://sourcebooks.web.fordham.edu/source/dudu-stquentin-gesta-trans-lifshitz.asp> [accessed 25 October 2026]]  [2:  referred to in Felix Lifschitz’ translation as Alstem.]  [3:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, chapter 11.] 


The concept of a greater Norman identity has been the subject of significant discussion in academia for many years. Nick Webber divides the Norman identity into an internal and external identity and gives evidence that the nomenclature of the Normans is derived from the term Normanni, which is in itself not a term unique to the group now commonly known as Normans, instead being a more general term for Scandinavian raiders which is frequently found in writings within Frankish areas before the emergence of Rollo and his raiding band in the 10th century.[footnoteRef:4] The etymology of Norman is, literally, from ‘Northman’, and while the Normans were wide-reaching in their conquests, they are invariably men from the north, moving south into lands they desired to conquer. No Norman lands were held north of Denmark in Scandinavia, and their settlement in France which took the name Normandy is in the north of the Frankish lands that the proto-Norman raiders were pillaging. This central north to Norman identity was a uniting force; Webber further notes that Normanni was used as a pejorative for the Viking raiders, and further as a pejorative used by Franks outside the auspice of Norman power so as to other and cast disdain on the Norman people, who they saw as against the Carolingian desire for evoking the Roman empire. [4:  Nick Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154, pp. 40-43. (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2005).] 


Of course, it is unlikely that the discomfort of a few members of a society would produce such a widespread disinterest in the ethnic composition of these ‘Northmen’. The reaction signified by this attribution of a general and indistinct group seems far less defensive and far more dismissive. In fact, the overtones of this affected ignorance are most reminiscent of a social or cultural superiority complex, in the same vein as the one that produced the term ‘barbarian’ so many years before. The term ‘Northman’ and ‘barbarian’ have a definite ring of similarity in their widespread application, and serve to distance the outsiders or ‘others’ from the ‘real people’. [...] Furthermore, although the term ‘Northman’ initially presents itself as a geographically influenced ethnic signifier (as ‘barbarian’ is a cultural one), it may have also held cultural overtones. During the period in which the term Normanni saw its greatest usage, the Carolingian dream of empire and Romanitas was still very much alive, and the Roman culture was always oriented toward the south and the Mediterranean. Thus, as a term to distance someone from the Roman culture, the geographical implications of ‘Northman’ were seemingly ideal.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  ibid, p. 42.] 


The Norman identity and the term Norman itself, it is thus argued, derives from the negative opinions toward the Norman people from the Franks who inhabited the land which the Normans first assailed then conquered. It is, therefore, not unreasonable to conclude that the Norman identity solidified in part from a resistance to the dismissal and negative reception they received upon their arrival in Frankish lands from Scandinavia. This dismissal is reflected by Dudo in his Gesta Normannorum, where he speaks of the Breton being sent ambassadors while the Bretons were in rebellion against the Norman rulership class, and quoting the Breton response to the Norman demand they return to vassalage without resistance or complaint.

They, however, foolishly persevering in their steadfast faithlessness, sent the ambassadors back to duke William, saying: "We will no longer wage war for you, nor will we obey you, for we have always lived under the empire of Frankish lordship. But your sire Rollo once attacked Francia with throngs of barbarians and foreigners and obtained for you, by the king's gift, the land which you now hold, so that he would be peaceful towards that realm.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, chapter 17.] 


That the Bretons are claimed to so openly use the derogatory term ‘barbarian’ and that Dudo felt it important enough to use this term himself is reflective of the external attitudes toward the Normans at the time. Dudo was himself not a Norman. Though he took the commission of the Norman dukes to write the Gesta Normannorum, he was himself a Picard man of the cloth and scholar who it has been hypothesized was educated in the Carolingian tradition in Liège.[footnoteRef:7] As a result, he would have been exposed to typical societal anti-Norman sentiment in his time as a canon in Picardy and thus would have known that the pejorative of ‘barbarian’ was not in itself far removed from the colloquial usage of Normanni. Additionally, the phrasing Dudo ascribes to the Bretons creates a separation between the common warriors who were part of Rollo’s raiding band who are not given the designation of Norman. The superstratum of Norman nobility can claim the title of Norman, but those below them are simply barbarians or foreigners. This is further expanded upon later in this passage by another spoken quotation in which William, Duke of Normandy, consults his council of Botho and Bernard, who both rebuke the rebellious Bretons. [7:  Leah Shopkow, ’The Carolingian world of Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Journal of Medieval History, 15.1 (1989),19-37 <https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4181(89)90031-6> [accessed 25 October 2026]  ] 


Having been banished some time ago from Dacia with your father Rollo, and having barely arrived in the territory of the Angles across the open sea, we defeated those Angles who wanted to rise up against us by resisting them by force of arms, and we harshly overthrew them, to their utter destruction. After they had been peaceably calmed by king Alstem, and we had proceeded on the winds to the land of the Walgri, the Walgri also wished to resist us with an amassed army. As was fitting, we attacked them and subjugated them to ourselves in battle. [...] But as we lingered at the siege of Paris, we went back again to the Angles because of our love of king Alstem, and we subjected his men, faithless and acting unlawfully, by force and power. But once the Angles had been subjected to king Alstem by the our [sic] authoritative judgment, we returned to Francia with a larger army than before and crushed it with very many wars.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, chapter 17.] 


To the Norman audience Dudo is writing for, only a small group of the original Scandinavian Normans are considered part of the ethnie of Normans. Though a warrior of English provenance or originally of the Walgri can fight with the Normans and be part of their army, they are not considered truly Norman. Normanitas, therefore, binds the Norman ruling class together in a superstratum above the society of which they are nominally part of; a Walgri or English man can fight with the Normans for years, returning to Norman land to engage in wars of conquest for the Normans to seize, and yet the essence of being Norman is something outside their grasp. Thus, the extent to which the shared sense of identity united Normans is intensely debatable if you consider being Norman to be associated with fighting on behalf of Normans, or living in their land, or being part of their rank-and-file forces. However, if you consider the Norman identity to be exclusive to the elites within their society, the landed gentry, nobles and higher status adventurers who are above the ‘barbarian’ other, this shared identity was incredibly important to designate the Normans as a group who, while rejected by their neighbouring kingdoms and denigrated as said other, formed a self-image of the noble Normanitas in response, which helped them perpetuate Norman rule over a vast, disparate area of influence.

Within the Norman ruling class, the idea of Normanitas, that of a shared Norman identity, was extremely important to their ability to feel united with other Normans. This apellation, which they borrowed from the derogatory othering of the term Normanni, applied to the ruling class of nobility, beginning with Rollo and descending from him, and was mostly mutually exclusive from the descriptors given to the classes of fiefs and vassals below this class. The superstratum of Normans believed it was important to be recognized by their military prowess, strength, godliness and blessed nature and commissioned a panegyric history by Dudo of Saint Quentin to emphasise these traits, which are also seen in the works of William of Poitiers and William of Jumièges. The traits of Normanitas were not, however, enough to preserve the Norman identity beyond the 13th century. It is perhaps fitting that the Normans, upon stopping being a part of the nebulous other of the ‘Northman’, became so diluted in the southern lands they had seized that they ceased to exist on the historical record. The successor empires, such as the Angevin empire, continued, but were no longer the Normans that they had previously identified as. Normanni, once a derogatory term for the other, now became a deprecated term for a people who no longer existed. Thus, while the shared identity of the Normans was extremely important to the nobility, its lack of connection with the lower classes which were not seen as possessing this Normanitas may have led to the decline and cessation of an entity known as the Normans as they were understood.
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