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To what extent did Germany develop its own political and ruling structures in the Middle Ages?
The Germany of the middle ages was, like any other, a state in flux. In many respects, Germany at the time crowning of the first non-Carolingian leader Otto I in 962 was entirely different to the Germany of the first Hapsburg monarch Frederick III in 1440. Otto I, Frederick III and all between them claimed Regnum Teutonicum, (the German Kingdom) as one of their highest kingly titles. Yet these rulers drew their titles from a multitude of other places scattered around Europe. Frederick III began as Duke of Austria, the Wittelsbach Louis IV of 1314-1347 was a duke of Bavaria. Henry VII (1312-13) began as a ‘mere’ count of Luxemburg. This was due to the unique medieval state, the Holy Roman Empire. In many respects, Germany and the Holy Roman Empire became synonymous during the middle ages. It developed a distinctiveness of its own quite apart from other European powers, especially visible in its political and ruling structures, which this essay will attempt to examine.
As a complex subject and an equally complex state, the Holy Roman Empire will primarily be examined in three broad areas for the purposes of this essay: hegemony, hierarchy and heterarchy. An emperor was the obvious hegemon of the state, but to varying degrees through the medieval period, their election required the backing of the pope and later they were selected by elector princes. As a feudal state, the Holy Roman Empire was hierarchical. Yet there were multiple hierarchies of administrative power, such as imperial, ecclesiastical or local power structures. A selection of these will be examined. The multicultural nature of the Holy Roman Empire, even within the German Kingdom, is notable. The multitude of states with such differing political structures lends credence to the idea that the Holy Roman Empire was somewhat heterarchical in nature: the influence of the member states could be ranked in several different ways. Indeed, imperial rule of the Holy Roman Empire has been described as a “rimless wheel, with the peripheries connected hub but not to each other”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  P. H. Wilson, The Holy Roman Empire: A Thousand Years of Europe’s History (London: Allen Lane, 2016), pp 4.] 

Whilst ‘Germany’ is commonly used to refer to the area being discussed by the essay, it is a problematic term. Indeed, according to North, “the question of what constituted ‘Germany’ in the Middle Ages and into the early modern era was controversial even at the time.”[footnoteRef:2] With origins in Roman views of the world as Germania: a thickly forested land across the Rhine, either too valueless to bother with or perhaps too embarrassing to expand into after the battle of Teutoberg Forest. The lands across the Rhine were characterized by Tacitus as: “Their country, though somewhat various in appearance, yet generally either bristles with forests or reeks with swamps”[footnoteRef:3] These connotations continued long after the Romans. ‘Germany’ was expanded and further defined by the Carolingians, such as with Charlemagne’s proto-crusade into Saxony against Germanic Pagans that resided there. Post Frankish partition, Germany became a kingdom in its own right under Louis the German.  [2:  M. North, The Expansion of Europe, 1250-1500, translated by Pamela Selwyn (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012), pp 158.]  [3:  Tacitus: Agricola and Germania, trans. Harold Mattingly (London: Penguin Classics, 2009), pp 37.] 

In 800, Charlemagne was crowned Holy Roman Emperor. In 962, Otto I became the first non-Carolingian to take the title, thus cementing its place as a traditional title. It is this title, and the resultant term Holy Roman Empire that is more appropriate. Furthermore, this essay will focus on his time onwards. Whilst Germany and the Holy Roman Empire can often be considered synonymous in the medieval ages, the Empire projected power over a multiplicity of areas quite unrelated to geographical or modern definitions of Germany: Austria, Switzerland, Czech Republic (Bohemia) the Netherlands and vast swathes of Poland, Hungary and Italy were all part of the Holy Roman Empire at one point or another the middle ages. Even several hundred years before the notion of ‘kleinstaaten’ (small states) became less than the norm, the Holy Roman Empire could be considered more of a ‘flickenteppich’ (patchwork carpet) of nations.
In many respects, ‘Germany’ is a modern term applied to a different era, more appropriate to 19th century unification (or re-unification, if a whiggish, linear approach to history is taken) than it is to the medieval world. Despite this, by the time the Holy Roman Empire had left the muddy, bubo-ridden Medieval era for the muddy, pox-ridden, Early Modern era, imperial documents were themselves officially referring to this empire of constituent empires as ‘Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation.’ Clearly, this suggests a paradigm shift within the state itself: from German Kingdom, to Holy Roman Empire, and back again.
Of the many historical narratives within the Holy Roman Empire, and Germany as an extension, it is largely a struggle between decentralization and centralization of authority. Yet while the neighbouring thrones of France and England which were forced to centralize feudal rulership under the authority of their respective crowns by internal and external pressures, it ended differently for Germany. For instance, an example of centralisation in other states can be seen in the 1209-29 Albigensian Crusade in Toulouse. Not only did this solidify papal authority by removing a heretical religious movement near the heart of catholic influence, this crusade also resulted in bringing a large territory under closer control of the French throne. It should also be noted that Toulouse was culturally different to the north of France – as Occitan, the people were linguistically separated a further step from their rulers. Similarly, The Anarchy of 1135-54 ultimately proved to be a centralizing influence for feudal power relations within England, due to the resultant reduction of baronial power, limitations on the ability to wield private armies and strengthening of borders during the reconstruction. Both France and England faced innumerable further issues increasing the authority of their respective monarchies from internecine warfare; such as tax reform in order to support their ever more expensive conflicts, changes in the laws of succession and the creation of orders of chivalry.
The Holy Roman Empire, however, whilst fraught with similar struggle throughout its medieval history can be described as a failing struggle to create a universal empire.[footnoteRef:4] For instance, constitutional issues were rife in the Holy Roman Empire. By the reign of Charles IV, the 1356 Golden Bull had been issued, a greatly important document outlining the way in which an Emperor should be elected as well as setting out regulations on the rights of elector princes.[footnoteRef:5] Significantly, it also served to diminish the ties between Empire and Papal authority.[footnoteRef:6] According to North, “Frankfurt was designated the permanent venue of election, Aachen as the place of coronation and Nuremburg as the site of the first Hoftag, the assembly of the vassals or magnates of the empire.”[footnoteRef:7] With a geographical point-to-point distance between Aachen and Nuremburg of 385 kilometres[footnoteRef:8], potential problems with this begin to become evident, especially if an average walking pace is 5 kilometres per hour.[footnoteRef:9] Delays in transition of power were normal in the medieval era for a multitude of reasons, but this no doubt compounded the issue. [4:  M. North, The Expansion of Europe, 1250-1500, translated by Pamela Selwyn, pp 159.]  [5:  Yale Law School, The Avalon Project, ‘The Golden Bull of the Emperor Charles IV 1356 AD’ [online]. Available at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/medieval/golden.asp]  [6:  P. H. Wilson, The Holy Roman Empire: A Thousand Years of Europe’s History, pp 727.]  [7:  M. North, The Expansion of Europe, 1250-1500, translated by Pamela Selwyn, pp. 161-62.]  [8:  EU Distance, Distance from Aachen, Germany to Nuremberg, Germany [online]. Available at: http://www.eudistance.com/distance/2312233-2368752.]  [9:  British Heart Foundation, Treks and Walks FAQs [online]. https://www.bhf.org.uk/get-involved/events/training-zone/walking-training-zone/walking-faqs.] 

Furthermore, the 1356 Golden Bull served to galvanize political and ruling structures in a way somewhat dissimilar to other European Medieval States. A proto-constitutional document akin to the English Magna Carta of 1215, the document highlights a unique factor: compromise.
The decentralized and often loose affiliations of the various member states of the Holy Roman Empire were in many ways a result of cultural necessity. Even with the supposed cultural heart of the empire in Germany, there was a great disparity in cultural and linguistic identity.  Therefore, the political and natural geographies of the empire deserve to be investigated further. Wilson makes mention of “Emperors in their own Kingdoms”[footnoteRef:10] in reference to sovereign states of Europe, but this is true of the empire itself. [10:  P. H. Wilson, The Holy Roman Empire: A Thousand Years of Europe’s History, pp 6.] 

The Empire’s changing border with France was of great consequence for both states. From the rich low countries to the north, to the Duchy of Burgundy in the east of Germany, to the Swiss cantons and the Italian city states in the south, many were uneasily claimed as vassal states by both France and the Holy Roman Empire. They were often quite culturally and politically different to either major sovereign state. Similarly, imperial politics had to contend with vast swathes of ecclesiastical territory within the Empire. Furthermore, trading states based within the Holy Roman Empire spread far and wide. To the North of the Empire, the Hanseatic League had numerous trading colonies through the Baltic. To the South, the Italian City state of Genoa spread through the Mediterranean and Black Sea, even to Crimea. During the reign of Frederick II, the entity of Italy and Sicily could even be claimed to be part of the Holy Roman Empire. This melting pot of cultures each had their own political requirements, often not subject to imperial control, despite the claims of their rulers.
Another historical narrative within the Holy Roman Empire can be characterized by a gradual unravelling of the ties between the Papacy and the Empire. The Holy Roman Empire developed unusual methods of selecting a ruler. An emperor had to be confirmed by the pope in addition to elector counts after the investiture crisis. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the close ties between pope and emperor resulted in political skulduggery. A particularly important example of this was the investiture crisis, instigated by the election of Pope Leo IX in 1049 by Emperor Henry II.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  W. C. Jordan, Europe in the High Middle Ages (London: The Penguin Group, 2002), pp 85.] 

The term ‘Holy Roman Empire’ was derived from Roman roots. Recreated for Charlemagne, it was indicative of one of the many transcendental ideals of the middle ages: unity through Catholicism.
One example of administration can be seen in the ministerials, ‘serf knight’, which rose to prominence over the course of the middle ages. According to Keen, “Their obligations were closely associated with the household service of their lords, ecclesiastical or imperial.”[footnoteRef:12] Whilst limited in similar ways to the serfs of France and England, their obligations to their lord were more similar to those of the knight (military, estate supervision, etc), and they took the higher offices within a lord’s household. Yet, by the middle of the 11th century, their positions were becoming hereditary, and due to their importance in military matters, they were often amassing large holdings of their own.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  M. Keen, Chivalry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), pp 34.]  [13:  Ibid., pp 35.] 

While the early emperors of the Holy Roman Empire implemented numerous administrative reforms and strengthened control over the empire, successive emperors grappled with the size and influence of their state. Quite unlike most other neighbouring states, there was no permanent capital.[footnoteRef:14] This hindered this the development of imperial administrative influence, due to fact that territory under the control of the emperor as power shifted from dynasty to dynasty. As much as the emperor was reliant upon the elector princes and the papacy for his own legitimacy as a ruler, the willingness of the myriad kleinstaaten to acquiesce to imperial rule changed with the needs of each individual microstate. These issues were further exacerbated by the development of a multitude local administrative methods alongside imperial ones. [14:  M. North, The Expansion of Europe, 1250-1500, translated by Pamela Selwyn, pp 164.] 

Despite the importance of the empire politically, it was often slow to take up reforms in the projection of power and laws of state. As centres of “aristocratic power, projecting political might and military muscle,”[footnoteRef:15] castle building was vital to the success of emergent influential cultures such as the Normans. Yet stone castle building in geographical Germany did not take place until about a century after the neighbouring northern French territories, likely as a response to Slav and Magyar pressure in the North and South respectively.[footnoteRef:16] In a similar vein, Germanic primogeniture succession laws did not start to take hold until the 11th century, a century later than France.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  C. Gravett, D. Nicolle, The Normans: Warrior Knights and their Castles (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2006), pp1 112.]  [16:  D. Whitton, ‘The society of Northern Europe in the High Middle Ages, 900-1200’, The Oxford History of Medieval Europe, edited by G. Holmes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp 118.]  [17:  Ibid. pp, 119.] 

Ultimately, although a confederation of feudal microstates in flux, it can be effectively argued that the Holy Roman Empire was a heterarchical society with a thin hierarchical overlay, wherein heterogenous cultures were allowed to semi-independently co-exist. Moreover, it is clear that the political and ruling structures of the Holy Roman Empire were developed as reactions to the necessities of the specific influences inherent to Central Europe.
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