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THINKING HISTORICALLY

Comparing Feudalisms

IN ONE SENSE, THE EXISTENCE OF feudalism is easily explained.
Many societies generated only weak central government struc-
tures simply because they lacked the resources, shared political
values, and bureaucratic experience to develop alternatives. China
under the Zhou dynasty is sometimes called feudal. The Russian
kings from Rurik onward exercised only loose control over pow-
erful landlords. Kings in the divine monarchy systems of sub-
Saharan Africa, which flourished from about the 9th to the 19th
century in various parts of the continent, similarly relied on deals
and compromises with local and regional leaders. Indeed, African
historians have often noted that kingdoms such as Ghana and

Mali were ruled about as effectively as were Western monarchies -

during the Middle Ages.

A comparison of this sort reminds
us that feudal systems were in many
ways early, less sophisticated versions
of political societies that were gradu-
ally moving from purely local toward
more centralized organization. Indeed,
almost all civilizations have experienced
long periods of semi-centralized rule.
In all such cases, including feudal ones,
the claims of central authorities are not
matched by effective power. Regional
leaders have armies of their own and do
much of the effective administration of their localities. Kings have
to make deals with such leaders, relying on personal negotiation
and pledges of mutual respect, marriage alliances, negotiation,
and a willingness to give the local princes free rein in practice.

The feudal systems that arose in the West and Japan differed
in some respects from the many other decentralized systems they
resemble. These differences make it desirable not to call all such
systems feudal, thus diluting an extremely useful term beyond
recognition. For example, Russia was often decentralized and
often saw its rulers, whatever their grandiose claims, make con-
cessions to regional nobles because the tsars depended on the
loyalty and service of these subordinate lords. But Russia never
developed a genuinely feudal political hierarchy, which is one of
the features that distinguished it from the West. The same holds
true for Zhou China or even the Sudanic empires of Africa.

Japan and the medieval West developed feudal systems
grounded in a set of political values that embraced, however
imperfectly, most of the participants in the system. The most
important of these participants were the aristocratic lords, who
effectively controlled the mass of the peasants. The idea of mutual
ties and obligations, and the rituals and institutions that expressed
them, went beyond the more casual local deals and compromises

[TIhe idea of personal ties
between leaders or among
elite groups as a foundation
for political activity continued
to affect political life and
institutions, both in the West
and in Japan, long after the
feudal period ended.

characteristic of ancient China or medieval and early modern
Russia.

In both western Europe and Japan, feudalism was highly mil-
itaristic. Both the medieval West and Japan went through long
centuries of unusually frequent and bitter internal warfare, based
in large part on fendal loyalties and rivalries. Although this warfare
was more confined to the warrior-landlord class in Europe than in
Japan, in both instaices feudalism summed up a host of elite mili-
tary virtues that long impeded the development of more stable,
centralized government. These values included physical courage,
personal or family alliances, loyalty, ritualized combat, and often
contempt for non-warrior groups such as peasants and merchants.

The military aura of feudalism sur-
vived the feudal era in both cases. It left
Japan with serious problems in control-
ling its samurai class after the worst
periods of internal conflict had passed
in the early 17th century. In the West,
the warrior ethic of feudalism persisted
in the prominent belief that a central
purpose of the state was to make war,
thereby providing opportunities for
military leaders to demonstrate their
prowess, But the legacy of feudalism
was not simply military. For example,
the idea of personal ties between leaders or among elite groups
as a foundation for political activity continued to affect political
life and institutions, both in the West and in Japan, long after the
feudal period ended.

The characteristics of feudalism in Japan and in the West
were nof identical. Western feudalism emphasized contractual
ideas more strongly than did Japanese. Although mutual ties were
acknowledged by members of the European warrior elite, feudal
loyalties were sealed by negotiated contracts, in which the parties
involved obtained explicit assurances of the advantages each would
receive from the alliance. Japanese feudalism relied more heav-
ily on group and individual loyalties, which were not confirmed

" by contractual agreements. Probably for this reason, the clearest

ongoing legacy of feudalism in the West proved to be parliamen-
tary institutions, where individual aristocrats (as well as towns-
people and clergy) could join to defend their explicitly defined
legal interests against the central monarch. {Western feudalism
also helped encourage the emergence of lawyers, who have never
played a comparable role in Japan.) In Japan, the legacy of feu-
dalism involved a less institutionalized group consciousness. This
approach encouraged individuals to function as part of collective
decision-making teams that ultimately could be linked to the state.
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Can the common fact of a fendal heritage be used to explain
another similarity between the West and Japan that emerged
clearly in the 20th century? Both societies have been unusually
successful in industrial development. Both have also proven adept
at running capitalist economies. It is certainly tempting to point
to feudalism, the medieval feature the two societies uniquely
shared, as a partial explanation for these otherwise unexpected
19th- and 20th-century resemblances. The feudal legacy may also
help to account for less positive aspects of western European and
Japanese development in these centuries, especially their propen-
sity for imperialist expansion and the fact that they frequently
resorted to war to solve conflicts with foreign powers. In the case
of Japan and Germany, recent historians have established intrigu-
ing connections between the persistence of feudalism late into the
early modern era and the rise of right-wing militarist regimes in
the 1930s.

When the Japanese talent for group cohesion is identified so
strikingly as an ingredient in 20th-century economic success,

or when Western nations-win political stability through use
of parliamentary forms, it surely seems legitimate to point to
some persistent threads that run through the experience of the
two societies. Whether the common experience of feudalism
is a basis for later economic dynamism is a matter for specula-
tion. However, it need not be excluded from a list of provoca-
tive uses of comparative analysis simply because the links are
challenging.
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