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The Three
Orders

W H AT  T H I S  C H A P T E R  D O E S

A
Define the three orders by FUNCTION

— those who pray, fight and work.

B
Explain feudalism: the lord-vassal

bond, the fief and the manor.
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T O D AY ' S  M I S S I O N

Today's mission

1 Define the three orders by FUNCTION — those who pray, fight and work.

2 Explain feudalism: the lord-vassal bond, the fief and the manor.

3 Describe the Church, the nobility and the peasantry, and how the orders depended on one another.

4
Trace the fourteenth-century crisis and the decline of feudalism — and score 7/8 marks on this

chapter.
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W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

Why this chapter matters

1
6-8 marks every term paper — a foundation chapter of Class 11 History (Themes in World

History).

2
It explains how ALL of medieval Europe was organised — society as three orders held together by

land, loyalty and faith.

3
Real-world bridge: words we still use — 'lord', 'feudal', 'serf', the Church's wealth, even the slow

birth of the modern state out of the feudal crisis — all begin here.
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A
The idea of the
three orders



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  History  ·  Class 11

readyforboards.com 5

T O P I C

How medieval society imagined itself

SOCIETY IN  THREE
ORDERS

From around the

eleventh century,

churchmen in Western

Europe described

Christian society as

divided into THREE

ORDERS, each defined by

the work it did for the

others: those who PRAY

(the clergy), those who

FIGHT (the nobility and

their knights) and those

who WORK (the peasants

who farmed the land).

AN IDEAL OF MUTUAL
SERVICE

The model carried a

powerful message: the

peasants worked to feed

everyone, the warriors

fought to protect

everyone, and the clergy

prayed for everyone's

soul, so that all three

were bound together in a

single Christian whole.

Because it was mostly

bishops and other

churchmen who set out

this picture, it tended to

WHO REALLY CARRIED THE
WEIGHT

The neat picture hid an

unequal truth. The

peasants, the third and

lowest order, produced

ALL the food and wealth

on which the other two

orders lived, yet they

enjoyed the least

freedom and the fewest

privileges. The clergy

prayed and the nobles

fought, but neither grew

grain; both were

supported by the labour,

WHEN AND WHERE

The three orders and the

feudal society they

describe belong to

medieval WESTERN

EUROPE — chiefly

France, England,

Germany and parts of

Italy — roughly between

the ninth and the

sixteenth centuries. The

system grew strongest

from about the ninth to

the thirteenth century

and then slowly broke

down in the later Middle
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B
Feudalism —
land, lords and
vassals
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W O R K E D  E X A M P L E

From land grant to the bond of loyalty

1 ROOTS: after central

Roman authority

collapsed in the west,

there was no salaried

state to pay soldiers or

officials. Power came to

rest on LAND and on

personal loyalty.

Feudalism had

FRANKISH roots,

developing especially in

the kingdom of the

Franks (France).

2 THE GRANT: a greater

lord granted a piece of



land — a FIEF — to a

lesser man. The land

came with the peasants

who worked it, so the

fief was a source of

income and men, not

just soil.

3 THE BOND: in return the

lesser man became the

lord's VASSAL. He knelt

and swore HOMAGE and

FEALTY (an oath of

loyalty), promising

MILITARY SERVICE — to

fight for his lord with a

fixed number of armed

knights for a set time

each year.

4 THE CHAIN: the same

man could be a vassal to

one lord and a lord to

others below him, so a

CHAIN of land-for-

c.476 CE

Western Roman
Empire falls

c.800 CE

Frankish empire of
Charlemagne

c.900s

Feudal bonds
spread in Western

Europe

c.1000-1200

Manors, knights, the
Church at their

height

c.1100+

Towns and trade
revive

1315-1317

Great Famine

1347-1350

The Black Death

c.1400-1500

Serfdom declines;
strong monarchies

rise
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T O P I C

The nobility, the knights and the manor

THOSE WHO F IGHT

The second order, 'those

who fight', was the

NOBILITY — the lords

and their armoured,

mounted warriors, the

KNIGHTS. War was their

duty and their way of life,

and fighting on

horseback in heavy

armour required years of

training from boyhood,

expensive horses and

equipment. In return for

holding land, a knight

owed military service to

THE MANOR — THE BASIC
UNIT

The economic heart of

feudal life was the

MANOR, the lord's estate.

A manor typically held

the lord's hall or castle, a

church, the lord's own

farmland (the demesne),

the strips of land farmed

by the peasants, common

pasture and woodland,

and a mill. It was a largely

SELF-CONTAINED world

that produced most of its

own food, cloth and

LORDS AND THEIR POWER

Within his manor a lord

enjoyed wide powers. He

held a court that settled

disputes and punished

wrongdoers, collected

dues and labour from the

peasants, and could

demand military help and

money from his vassals.

Some lords built strong

CASTLES that controlled

the surrounding

countryside. Because the

king could not easily

reach every corner of the

BONDS,  NOT A SALARIED
STATE

The crucial feature of

feudalism is that it rested

on PERSONAL BONDS

and LAND rather than on

a paid state apparatus.

There were no regular

salaries, no large

bureaucracy and no

standing national army of

the modern kind. Instead,

loyalty was secured by

granting land and bound

by oaths of homage and

fealty. This made the



service bonds ran from

the king at the top,

through great lords

(dukes, counts) and

lesser knights, down to

the peasants at the base

who actually worked the

land.
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C
The Church —
those who pray
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T O P I C

The power of the medieval Church

THE CLERGY AND THE
POPE

The first order, 'those

who pray', was the

CLERGY — priests,

bishops and monks — at

whose head stood the

POPE in Rome, claiming

spiritual authority over all

Western Christians. The

Church's first role was

religious: it conducted

worship, gave the

sacraments such as

baptism and marriage,

and guided believers

A GREAT LANDED POWER

The Church was not only

spiritual but enormously

WEALTHY. It was among

the greatest landlords in

Europe, owning vast

estates worked by

peasants, and it collected

the TITHE — a tax of

one-tenth of every

peasant's produce.

Bishops and abbots lived

like great lords. This

wealth meant the Church

was also an ECONOMIC

order: it commanded

MONASTERIES AND
LEARNING

MONASTERIES were

communities of MONKS

(and convents of nuns)

who withdrew from

ordinary life to pray,

work and live by a strict

rule, often taking vows of

poverty, chastity and

obedience. Yet

monasteries were also

powerful institutions:

they owned land, farmed

efficiently, cared for the

poor and sick, ran

THE CHURCH AND
WORLDLY POWER

Because of its wealth

and prestige, the Church

wielded great POLITICAL

power. The Pope and

bishops could influence

kings, bless or oppose

their rule, and even

crown emperors; kings

sought the Church's

support and sometimes

clashed with it over

authority. The Church

also shaped law and

morality and kept many
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D
The peasantry —
those who work
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T O P I C

Serfs, free peasants and the burden of labour

SERFS — THE UNFREE
PEASANTS

Many peasants were

SERFS — UNFREE people

bound to the land of the

manor. A serf could not

leave the manor without

the lord's permission, had

to work for several days

each week on the lord's

own land (labour service),

paid various dues in

produce or money, and

needed the lord's leave to

marry or to move. A serf

was, however, NOT a

FREE PEASANTS

Not all peasants were

serfs. FREE peasants

held their land in return

for a fixed rent and were

not tied to the manor in

the same way: they could

in principle move and

were not bound to do

regular labour service on

the lord's demesne. The

line between free and

unfree could blur, and a

peasant family's status

might change over

generations. But

L IFE  AND OBLIGATIONS ON
THE MANOR

Peasant life was hard

and closely tied to the

seasons and the soil.

Peasants farmed narrow

strips in large open fields,

shared common pasture

and woodland, and were

often required to use —

and pay for — the lord's

mill and oven. Beyond

labour and dues to the

lord, they paid the TITHE

to the Church and

various taxes. They lived

WHY THE PEASANTS
MATTERED

The single most

important fact about the

third order is that the

PEASANTS PRODUCED

ALL THE WEALTH. The

clergy prayed and the

nobles fought, but

neither grew grain; both

lived on the labour, dues

and tithes taken from

those who worked. The

whole feudal structure

therefore rested on the

peasantry. This is also



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  History  ·  Class 11

13readyforboards.comE
T O P I C

E
Towns, the crisis
and the decline
of feudalism
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T O P I C

How the feudal world broke down

THE RISE OF TOWNS AND
TRADE

From about the eleventh

century, as agriculture

improved and population

grew, TOWNS revived

and long-distance TRADE

expanded across Europe.

Towns were home to a

new class of

MERCHANTS and

craftsmen who lived by

buying, selling and

making goods, not by

holding land for military

service. Money became

THE FOURTEENTH-
CENTURY CRIS IS

The fourteenth century

brought a CHAIN of

disasters. A change in

climate brought colder

weather and repeated

FAMINES in the early

1300s, weakening the

population. Then, from

1347 to about 1350,

came the BLACK DEATH

— a devastating plague

that swept across

Europe and killed

perhaps a THIRD of its

LABOUR SHORTAGE AND
REVOLTS

Because so many had

died, there were far

FEWER PEASANTS to

work the land, and

surviving workers could

now demand higher

WAGES and better terms.

When lords and

governments tried to

force wages down and

tighten control to restore

the old order, peasants

and workers resisted —

leading to a wave of

DECLINE AND THE NEW
MONARCHIES

Feudalism did not end

suddenly; it DECLINED

GRADUALLY as serfdom

faded, the money

economy grew and the

old bonds weakened. At

the same time, strong

CENTRALISED

MONARCHIES — the

'new monarchies' of

France, England and

Spain — rose by building

professional armies paid

through taxes,
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T RY  I T   ·   S O LV E  B E F O R E  YO U  P E E K

Check yourself — 60 seconds

Work it out before you flip the answer.

S O L U T I O N
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T O P I C

What the 'three orders' were

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The three orders were three different races or nations living in Europe.

✓ CORRECT The three orders were not races but three SOCIAL CATEGORIES into which medieval

thinkers (mostly churchmen) imagined Christian society to be divided by FUNCTION: those who

PRAY (the clergy), those who FIGHT (the nobility and knights) and those who WORK (the peasants).

It was an ideal model of how society 'ought' to be ordered, each order serving the others, not a

description of separate peoples. Always define the three orders by their FUNCTION.
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T O P I C

What feudalism was

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Feudalism was simply a king ruling over his subjects, like any monarchy.

✓ CORRECT Feudalism was a particular SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC system built on LAND and

PERSONAL BONDS, not on a salaried state. A greater lord granted land (a FIEF) to a lesser man (a

VASSAL); in return the vassal swore loyalty (homage and fealty) and gave military service. The land

was worked by PEASANTS who owed labour and dues to the lord of the manor. So feudalism is a

chain of land-for-service bonds plus the manorial economy beneath it — not just 'a king ruling

people'.
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T O P I C

Serfs were slaves

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Serfs were slaves who were bought and sold like property.

✓ CORRECT Serfs were NOT slaves. A serf was an UNFREE peasant who was bound to the land

(the manor) and could not leave without the lord's permission, owed labour services and dues, and

needed the lord's leave to marry. But a serf had a holding to farm, a home and a recognised place

in society, and could not simply be sold as an individual like a slave. The right comparison is 'bound

to the land', not 'owned as a chattel'.
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T O P I C

The Church was only about religion

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The medieval Church was just a place of worship with no worldly power.

✓ CORRECT The Church ('those who pray') was an enormous SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL

power, not merely spiritual. It owned vast lands, collected a TITHE (a tenth of every peasant's

produce), ran monasteries and schools, crowned and influenced kings, and the POPE claimed

authority over all Christians. Monks and bishops were among the greatest landlords of Europe. So

when asked about the Church's role, stress its wealth, land and political weight alongside religion.
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T O P I C

Who fed everyone

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The nobles and clergy produced the wealth and the peasants merely consumed it.

✓ CORRECT The exact opposite: the PEASANTS ('those who work') produced ALL the food and

wealth on which the other two orders lived. The nobility fought and the clergy prayed, but neither

grew grain; both were supported by the labour, dues and tithes taken from the peasantry. The

whole feudal order rested economically on the peasant. This is the key point to make when

explaining how the three orders depended on one another.
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T O P I C

The Black Death and the crisis

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The fourteenth-century crisis was only the Black Death, a single disease event.

✓ CORRECT The fourteenth-century crisis was a CHAIN of disasters, not one event. First came

climate change and repeated FAMINES in the early 1300s; then the BLACK DEATH (plague), which

from 1347-1350 killed perhaps a THIRD of Europe's people; the huge loss of life created labour

shortages, pushed up wages, and led to PEASANT REVOLTS when lords tried to tighten control.

Together these weakened serfdom and feudalism. Name the famine, the plague AND the revolts —

not the plague alone.



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  History  ·  Class 11

readyforboards.com 22

T O P I C

How feudalism ended

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Feudalism was abolished suddenly by a law or a single revolution.

✓ CORRECT Feudalism declined GRADUALLY over the later Middle Ages, it was not abolished by

one stroke. The growth of TOWNS, trade and a money economy, the labour shortages after the

Black Death, peasant revolts and the slow disappearance of serfdom all loosened the old land-for-

service bonds. At the same time strong CENTRALISED MONARCHIES (the 'new monarchies' in

France, England and Spain) built professional armies and taxes that bypassed the feudal lords.

Decline was a slow, many-sided process.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

8-mark question: 'What were the three orders?
Explain feudalism in Western Europe.' OR
'Describe the main features of feudal society.'1 DEFINE THE THREE

ORDERS BY FUNCTION

2 m

Open with the model: medieval thinkers, mostly churchmen, imagined Christian society as divided into

THREE ORDERS by function — those who PRAY (the clergy), those who FIGHT (the nobility and knights)

and those who WORK (the peasants). Stress that this was an IDEAL of mutual service: each order was

supposed to serve the others. Make clear it is a social model, not three races.

2 EXPLAIN FEUDALISM —
LAND AND THE LORD-
VASSAL BOND

2 m

Define feudalism: a social and economic system based on LAND and PERSONAL LOYALTY that grew in

Western Europe after the collapse of central Roman authority, with Frankish roots. A greater lord

granted land — a FIEF — to a lesser man, the VASSAL, who in return swore HOMAGE and FEALTY

(loyalty) and gave MILITARY SERVICE. This created a chain of land-for-service bonds running from king

down to lesser knights.

3 THE MANOR AND THE
PEASANTRY BENEATH

2 m

Describe the base of the system: the fief was a MANOR worked by PEASANTS. Some were SERFS —

unfree, bound to the land, owing labour service and dues and needing the lord's leave to marry or move;

others were freer peasants who paid rent. The peasants produced ALL the food on which the lords and

clergy lived, so the whole order rested economically on those who worked.

4 THE CHURCH AND A
CONCLUDING
JUDGEMENT

2 m

Add the first order and conclude: the CHURCH ('those who pray') was both spiritual guide and a great

landed power, collecting the TITHE and headed by the POPE. Conclude that feudal society was a

hierarchy held together by land, loyalty and faith — the clergy prayed, the nobles fought, the peasants

worked, and each depended on the others, with the peasant carrying the whole structure on his

shoulders.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

4-mark question: 'Explain the role of the Church
in medieval society.' OR 'Who were "those who
pray" and why were they important?'1 IDENTIFY THE FIRST

ORDER

1 m

State the concept: the Church was the first of the three orders — 'those who pray', the CLERGY (priests,

bishops, monks) headed by the POPE. Its first role was spiritual: to lead worship, give the sacraments and

guide Christians toward salvation. Begin by placing the Church as the first order, not just as a building.

2 WEALTH AND LAND

1 m

Explain its economic power: the Church was among the greatest LANDLORDS of Europe. It collected the

TITHE — a tenth of every peasant's produce — and owned vast estates and monasteries. Monks who

took vows of poverty nonetheless lived in monasteries that were rich and powerful institutions

controlling land and labour.

3 POLITICAL AND SOCIAL
POWER

1 m

Add its worldly weight: the Pope and bishops influenced kings, crowned rulers, and the Church ran

schools, kept records and cared for the poor and sick. Monasteries preserved learning and copied books.

Thus the Church shaped law, learning and politics, not religion alone.

4 WHY IT MATTERED

1 m

Conclude with significance: because faith touched every part of life and the Church owned so much land

and wealth, it was the most powerful institution of medieval Europe, binding the three orders together

under a single Christian framework. End by noting that its land and tithe made it as much an economic

order as a spiritual one.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

5-mark source/extract-based question: a short
passage on the manor, a serf's obligations, the
Church or the Black Death, followed by 3 sub-
questions.

1 READ TWICE;
UNDERLINE NAMED
TERMS AND THE KEY
CLAIM

1 m

On first read, underline every key term in the passage (e.g. 'manor', 'serf', 'tithe', 'labour service', 'Black

Death', a year). The sub-questions are almost always answered from these underlined anchors plus one

line of your own chapter knowledge. Do not start writing yet.

2 ANSWER 'IDENTIFY /
STATE' SUB-
QUESTIONS TIGHTLY,
THEN 'EXPLAIN'

2 m

For an 'identify/name' sub-question, answer in one line straight from the text. For an 'explain' sub-

question, add ONE line of chapter knowledge to the passage's fact — e.g. the passage says the serf

owed labour on the lord's land; you add that this is because the serf was unfree and bound to the manor.

Match each answer's length to its marks.

3 THE EVALUATE / 'IN
YOUR VIEW' SUB-
QUESTION

2 m

The last sub-question usually asks for reasoning ('Why was this important?' / 'What does this tell us

about feudal society?'). Give a judgement supported by a chapter fact — e.g. 'This shows that the whole

feudal order rested on the labour of the peasants, because the lord and clergy produced no food

themselves and lived on the dues and tithes taken from those who worked.'
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P YQ  PAT T E R N S

Top PYQ patterns to drill

#1
What were the three orders? Explain feudalism in Western Europe. / Describe the features

of feudal society. (8 marks)

Almost every
term paper (SQP

2018, 2020,
2022, 2023)

#2
Explain the role of the Church / the clergy ('those who pray') in medieval society. (4-8

marks)
SQP 2019, 2021,

2023

#3
Source/extract-based: read a passage on the manor, on a serf's obligations, on the Church

or on the Black Death and answer 3 sub-questions. (5 marks)

Annual in the
source-based

section

#4
Describe the condition of the peasantry / the difference between serfs and free peasants.

(3-4 marks)
SQP 2018, 2022

#5
What was the fourteenth-century crisis? How did it weaken feudalism? / Why did feudalism

decline? (3-4 marks)
SQP 2020, 2024
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M A R K S  D I S T R I B U T I O N

10-year marks distribution

1 0 -Y E A R  P YQ  M A R K S  D I S T R I B U T I O N

The three orders and the meaning of
feudalism 26%

The Church — monasteries, tithe, the Pope
and clergy 18%

The nobility, knights and the lord-vassal / fief
bond 16%

The peasantry — serfs, free peasants and
the manor 18%

The fourteenth-century crisis (famine, Black
Death, revolts) 16%

Towns, trade and the decline of feudalism /
rise of monarchies 12%
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R E C A P   ·   M E M O R I S E  T H E S E

5-line revision

1 The three orders —

Medieval society

imagined as THREE

ORDERS by function

— those who PRAY

(clergy), those who

FIGHT (nobility/

knights), those who

WORK (peasants). An

ideal of mutual

service; the peasants

carried the whole

structure.

2 Feudalism and the

manor — FEUDALISM

= land + loyalty: a lord

grants a FIEF to a

VASSAL, who gives

HOMAGE and

MILITARY SERVICE.

The MANOR, worked

by SERFS (unfree,

bound to the land —

not slaves) and free

peasants, was the

economic base.

3 Church, crisis and

decline — The

CHURCH (tithe, Pope,

monasteries) was a

great landed power.

The 14th-century

CRISIS — famine, the

BLACK DEATH (~1/3

die), peasant revolts

— plus towns and

trade slowly broke

down feudalism, and



strong centralised

MONARCHIES rose.
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W H AT ' S  N E X T

What's next

→ Chapter 5 — Changing Cultural Traditions builds on how the medieval world gave

way to the Renaissance and the early modern age.

→

Sit the 15-MCQ Quick Drill (companion PDF) — under 20 minutes, target >= 12/15.→

Then the full term-pattern paper — 30 marks, Class 11 History pattern with a

source-based question.

→



You've understood how
medieval Europe was ordered

— and how it changed.
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Now prove it. Take the drill, sit the paper, beat the chapter.

Boards prep that builds confidence, not anxiety.
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