To what extent were the Normans united by a shared sense of identity
The Norman shared sense of identity is a topic which is subject to a significant amount of historical debate. This may be due to the difficulty to define identity throughout history as there are multiple explanations and representations of identity. It can be suggested that ‘identity is something that bridges period divides so very easily’.[footnoteRef:1] Identities can also be layered or be related to how a group of people are perceived. The ‘Norman’ identity can be used for multiple groups of people and can be adapted between time and place. It could be suggested that the Normans are united by a shared sense of identity, as although the Normans dealt with geographical fragmentation they were still united as a group who appeared to share values and ideas. The Normans were also successful as they managed to culturally assimilate to the areas they conquered while also retaining their Norman ideology. The Norman sense of identity can be seen through the ‘voluminous historical record [that was] in a virtually continuous sequence’ that the Normans left.[footnoteRef:2] The Norman shared sense of identity can also be seen through the Norman myth or ‘Normanitas’ which was perpetuated by Norman histories of the time such as the Gesta Normannorum by Dudo of St Quentin.[footnoteRef:3] This shared sense of identity is presented to include being noble, pious, strong and powerful leaders. This can be seen through descriptions of Norman leaders, for example the Norman leaders who conquered England are described in a similar way to those who conquered Italy and Sicily. It can also be suggested that Norman historians perpetuate ‘the image that deceit as much as ferocity, contributed to their successes’.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Webber, Nick. 2005. The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press). Page 4.]  [2:  Albu, Emily. 2001. The Normans in Their Histories: Propaganda, Myth and Subversion (Rochester, N.Y: Boydell Press). Page 2.]  [3:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK; Boydell Press).]  [4:  Albu, The Normans in Their Histories. Page 4.] 

For the Normans, identity can be seen as the ideas and values they had and how these dictated and effected their plans and aims. These ideals can be seen throughout the texts of Norman historians of the time such as the word of Dudo of St Quentin. These works portrayed the Normans in a way that corresponded with the way these leaders wanted others to perceive them. In most cases, these works were commissioned by Norman leaders themselves in order to have a written order of events that favoured them and their actions and portrayed them as successful victors and conquerors who held power. Throughout history, the texts have most often been written by the victors of any situation, therefore the events perpetuated in histories may provide a skewed recollection. These texts were key for the Normans as it allowed their identity to be perceived in a way that suited them. These texts can be used to show that the Normans had a shared sense of identity.
‘Normanitas’ or ‘Norman-ness’ is a concept used by historians to understand Norman identity through looking at how Normans defined themselves. This identity was often linked to political achievement, institutional governance and military conquest. ‘Normanitas’ is also widely used by historians as a generic term to describe the people who classed themselves as Norman whether they hailed from Normandy or not. The word Normanni can be used to describe Norse people or people from the ‘North’, therefore referring to this group as men of the North sets them apart from the people they are conquering as well as providing a history that in some cases suggests where they had came from. This may also link to how the invaders are perceived by the inhabitants of the land. It can be suggested that there are ‘intrinsic differences between internal and external views of group identities’.[footnoteRef:5] However, not all Normans were Norse or from the North, but they still adapted this identity of ‘Norman’ due to their own personal ideas or affiliations. It may be said ‘membership of any group calling itself Norman can be quite reasonably disputed’ this is due to the multiple definitions that ‘Norman’ is used for as it may refer to people from Normandy or to those that descended from Rollo.[footnoteRef:6]  It can be suggested that ‘before and after 1066 a strong sense of ethnic identity existed in Normandy’.[footnoteRef:7] This suggests that although it was hard to define, the Normans shared a sense of identity. [5:  Power, Daniel. 2007. review of The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154, Medium Aevum (Oxford), 76.2, pp. 348–348]  [6:  Webber, The Evolution of Norman identity. Page 2.]  [7:  Thomas, Hugh M. 2003. The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity, 1066-c. 1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press). Page 32.] 

The Norman sense of identity can be linked to the histories that the Normans related to themselves, including the links to Rollo, their Viking ancestor who was supposedly given Rouen by Charles the Simple.[footnoteRef:8] Rollo is said to be William the Conqueror’s great-great-great Grandson. The area of Rouen was then adapted by Rollo and his advisors and leader and throughout time the ‘counts of Rouen became the Dukes of Northmania/Normandy’.[footnoteRef:9] This link to the Vikings is also perpetuated through the descriptions of Norman leaders being similar to how the Viking leaders were described. In Norman histories the way that the leaders are described seem heavily influenced by descriptions of some Vikings, including the use of phrases and words such as ‘noble leader’, ‘tall’ ‘strong’. It can be suggested that ‘the dominant characteristics of the Normans […] were their military prowess and their piety’.[footnoteRef:10] However it could be suggested that the ‘ruling family are often the only members of society who can trace a pure line of descent (however mythical) from their heroic forefathers’.[footnoteRef:11] The Norman identity can be seen to be expressed through actions however also through portrayals of Normans such as written texts or embroideries such as the Bayeux Tapestry. The embroidery further portrays the Normans as pious leaders and also provides a context to the conquering of England. This is an example of the perpetuation of these supposed shared ideals and identity. [8:  Cross, Katherine. 2018. Heirs of the Vikings: History and Identity in Normandy and England, c.950-c.1015 (Boydell & Brewer), doi:10.1515/9781787442207. Page 15.]  [9:  Albu, The Normans in Their Histories. Page 1.]  [10:  Chibnall, Marjorie. 2005. review of The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911–1154, The English Historical Review (Oxford), 120.489, pp. 1417–18, doi:10.1093/ehr/cei424. Page 1.]  [11:  Webber, The Evolution of Norman identity. Page 8.] 

The Norman shared sense of identity may be difficult to define as it evolved throughout the period of immense expansion. A key part of the Norman identity is expansion of territory, this is why the Normans are known for being conquerors. This meant that as they expanded, and more people became classed as Norman, the identity adapted and changed. This may for some have meant that Normandy was no longer as key to the identity of being a Norman as many had moved away from the area. However, despite this it can be suggested that ‘under Rollo’s descendants Normandy survived at the centre of this expansion for nearly three centuries’.[footnoteRef:12] Therefore, although this identity was at times hard to define, the general ideas of it remained strong and were shared across generations and locations. [12:  Albu, The Normans in Their Histories. Page 1.] 

Over the course of the years the Normans were ruling and conquering they gained many territories. It may be suggested that with this ‘increase in territory came significant changes in administration’.[footnoteRef:13] This meant that although the Normans gained more territory, there may have been issues in how they would lead and control these populations and these methods may have been adapted from place to place in order to best suit the environment. This increase of territory also meant increase of people to rule over, this may have led to difficulty for the Norman rulers. [13:  Takayama, Hiroshi. 1993. The Administration of the Norman Kingdom of Sicily, First edition. (Leiden, Netherlands: E.J. Brill). Page 163.] 

It could be suggested that the Normans struggled with geographical fragmentation due to their conquests taking place across the globe. These conquests took place in England, Italy, Sicily and Antioch. After the Norman nobles ‘wrestled southern Italy from Lombards and Byzantines’, across the globe ‘Rollo’s great-great-great grandson conquered England’.[footnoteRef:14] These conquests meant that the Normans were spread across the globe, with multiple groups who were identifiable as Normans even though they may not have had shared ancestors or homelands, they did share an identity. This suggests that although the Normans were geographically fragmented, they kept a shared sense of identity.  [14:  Albu, The Normans in Their Histories. Page 1.] 

Through comparing the Norman conquest in Italy and Sicily to the Norman conquest in England it is clear that to some extent, the conquerors were regarded as a ‘separate and distinct people’ nonetheless it can also be suggested they were still ‘retaining their identity as Normans’.[footnoteRef:15] In Italy and Sicily, the Norman leaders were Duke Robert Guiscard, Roger I and Roger II, among others whereas the English conquest was led by William, Duke of Normandy. For Roger, he found himself the sole leader of all of ‘these different entities, each of which had its own historical identity’.[footnoteRef:16] Whereas in England it could be suggested that identity developed differently to Normandy and the rest of the world because of ‘the specifics of those local contexts’.[footnoteRef:17] In England, a key part of the Norman conquest was the Domesday survey. This further shows that although the Normans were geographically fragmented, they kept a shared sense of identity. [15:  Baxter Wolf, Kenneth. Making History: The Normans and Their Historians in Eleventh-Century Italy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995). Page 3.]  [16:  Takayama, The Administration of the Norman Kingdom of Sicily. Page 163.]  [17:  Cross, Heirs of the Vikings. Page 214] 

It could be suggested that the Normans were very successful due to their cultural assimilation, this was crucial as in many cases adaptation was key to thriving. The Normans achieved cultural assimilation by adopting the languages and religions of the places they conquered. This allowed them to have more in common with those who they now ruled. In some cases, Normans would also use marriage to assimilate, allowing them to gain power by marrying the daughters of nobles in areas they conquered. This not only strengthened their power but in some cases allowed them to gain more land while also combining dynasties. It can even be suggested that for the Normans, ‘their strength was due to their power of assimilation’.[footnoteRef:18] Therefore, it could be implied that cultural assimilation was a key part of the identity that the Normans shared. [18:  Chibnall, Review of The Evolution of Norman Identity. Page 1.] 

The Norman myth can be related to both how the Normans were viewed by their contemporaries and how they identified themselves. Their beliefs and aspirations can be seen through texts written by Normans. The ‘Norman consciousness’ is a term that describes how the Normans viewed themselves and their identity.[footnoteRef:19]   In some cases this referred to the Normans weaving their own traditions and languages with those of the areas they had conquered. It could be suggested that Norman historians ‘perpetuate the image that deceit as much as ferocity contributed to their successes’.[footnoteRef:20] It is also stated that in their origins, the Normans were ‘great seafarers’.[footnoteRef:21] Although the written texts from the time may provide information about the Normans, it could be suggested that written texts may ‘act as an enabling mechanism of an elite memory and identity’.[footnoteRef:22] Overall, the Norman myth perpetuates the idea that the Normans had a shared sense of identity while also providing ideas as to what this identity included. [19:  Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity. Page 4.]  [20:  Albu. The Normans in Their Histories. Page 4.]  [21:  Shopkow, Leah. 1997. History and Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press). Page 2.]  [22:  McKitterick, Rosamond, History and Memory in the Carolingian World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Page 7.] 

Although the Normans were supposedly successful conquerors, evidence can suggest that the ‘interior life of Normans was as unsettled and unsettling as the societies they created’.[footnoteRef:23] This implies that for some areas, the Norman identity did not always have shared ideology which may have led to unsettled societies. This also may have been caused by Norman views clashing with the views of the inhabitants of the land, which therefore suggests that there may have been some issues with cultural assimilation despite what some Norman historians may suggest. This implies that although the Normans may have had a shared identity, the aspects of this identity may not have led all Norman groups to success. [23:  Albu. The Normans in Their Histories. Page 5.] 

Identity may also be hard to define due to how an individual views themselves and how much of a person’s identity is shaped by the environment around them. It can also be suggested that an ‘individual is shaped through socialisation within a community’.[footnoteRef:24] This may be a reason as to why it is hard to determine which parts of the Norman identity different groups shared. On the other hand, it can be suggested that the Normans were not only united by a shared sense of identity but through shared goals and aims, whether these goals were connected to their identity or not. [24:  Shopkow. History and Community. Page 6.] 

Religion was a key part of the Norman identity as it allowed them to assimilate with other cultures through a shared religion, while also allowing them to have further reasoning for their conquests. By claiming to have God on their side, it allowed them to excuse their fighting and plundering in some cases. This part of the Norman identity is seen through the Normans in all parts of the globe. This shows that the Normans were united through this shared identity. 
Another key part of Norman identity is architecture. It could be suggested that the Normans stamped their identity on to the lands they conquered through building imposing architecture such as castles and cathedrals. Building castles was significant, as it allowed the Normans to control the populations of these conquered areas, building them in most of the places they conquered. The Norman conquerors built castles in England Italy and Sicily, therefore it can be suggested that castles were a key example of the shared identity of the Normans.
It could be suggested that the Normans were not united by a shared sense of identity due to the different supposed reasonings behind their conquests. William, Duke of Normandy could be seen to have a valid reason for conquering England, as he was supposedly promised this land by Edward the Confessor. Whereas for Italy and Sicily, there is not a reason provided as to why these lands were conquered.
Overall, it could be suggested that the Normans were united by a shared sense of identity, though this was a fluid identity that occasionally provided issues. The Norman identity can be used for multiple groups and adapted between time and place however the key aspects of this remained the same. There were many factors that signified this identity, including piety, military expansion and cultural assimilation. This shared identity was fundamental to the Norman conquests although they were completed by different people, their shared ideas and viewpoints allowed them to remain connected to the ideology. Therefore, despite suggestions of fragmentation, the Normans were united by a shared sense of identity.
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