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Understanding the Causes of 14th Century
Wars
causes of 14th century wars us in America, while a direct engagement of the "us" in the 14th
century is geographically anachronistic, understanding the broader European and global conflicts of
that era is crucial for appreciating the historical context that shaped future global powers and
international relations. The 14th century was a period of immense upheaval, characterized by
dynastic struggles, economic pressures, religious schisms, and the devastating impact of disease.
These interwoven factors created a volatile environment ripe for prolonged and destructive warfare.
This article delves into the multifaceted reasons behind the prevalent conflicts of the 14th century,
examining the political ambitions of monarchs, the economic rivalries between burgeoning states,
the role of feudal obligations, and the profound societal shifts that contributed to widespread
military engagements.
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Dynastic Ambitions and Succession Crises

The Hundred Years' War: A Prime Example

The 14th century witnessed the eruption of some of the most enduring and consequential conflicts in
European history, with the Hundred Years' War between England and France serving as a
quintessential example. The root causes of this protracted conflict were deeply embedded in
dynastic ambitions and complex issues of succession. Following the death of Charles IV of France in
1328 without a direct male heir, the French throne became a focal point of contention. Edward III of
England, through his mother Isabella, claimed a legitimate right to the French crown, a claim
vigorously contested by the French nobility who invoked Salic Law to prevent succession through
the female line, ultimately crowning Philip VI. This fundamental disagreement over sovereignty and
inheritance set the stage for over a century of intermittent warfare.

Beyond the immediate succession crisis, underlying tensions regarding territorial control and feudal
relationships fueled the conflict. English kings held significant territories within France as vassals to



the French crown, a precarious and often antagonistic arrangement. The desire of English monarchs
to assert greater autonomy and control over their French possessions, coupled with the French
crown's ambition to consolidate its authority and expel foreign influence, created a perpetual
friction. These intertwined dynastic claims and territorial disputes were not isolated incidents but
rather symptomatic of a broader trend in the 14th century where the personal ambitions of rulers
and the stability of their lineage directly translated into widespread military action across the
continent.

Internal Power Struggles and Royal Authority

The struggle for power was not confined to international rivalries; it also manifested as intense
internal power struggles within kingdoms. Monarchs constantly grappled with powerful feudal lords
who often wielded considerable military and economic influence, challenging royal authority. These
internal conflicts could easily escalate, drawing in neighboring powers or spilling over into wider
regional wars. The 14th century saw numerous examples of baronial revolts and aristocratic factions
vying for control, weakening the central government and creating opportunities for external
intervention or opportunistic aggression by neighboring states. The maintenance of royal authority
was a constant balancing act, and any perceived weakness could invite immediate military response.

Economic Rivalries and Resource Competition

Control of Trade Routes and Commercial Centers

Economic factors played a pivotal role in igniting and sustaining 14th-century wars. The burgeoning
trade networks across Europe created new avenues for wealth but also fertile ground for conflict.
Control over vital trade routes, strategic ports, and prosperous commercial centers became highly
coveted. Cities like Bruges, Genoa, and Venice, centers of immense wealth and influence, were often
at the heart of economic rivalries that could escalate into military confrontations. Competition for
access to raw materials, luxury goods, and lucrative markets fueled these tensions, prompting states
to use military force to secure their economic interests and undermine their rivals.

The wool trade, for instance, was a major economic driver for both England and Flanders, and
disputes over tariffs, access, and quality frequently led to diplomatic crises and sometimes outright
conflict. Similarly, the maritime republics of Italy, such as Venice and Genoa, engaged in fierce
competition for dominance in the Mediterranean trade, leading to a series of naval wars that
significantly impacted the political landscape of the region. These economic rivalries were not
merely about accumulating wealth; they were about projecting power and ensuring the survival and
prosperity of individual kingdoms and city-states in an increasingly interconnected yet competitive
world.



Agrarian Disputes and Food Security

Beyond international trade, agrarian disputes and the constant struggle for food security also
contributed to warfare. Periods of famine, often exacerbated by poor harvests, climate fluctuations,
and the disruptions of war itself, could lead to social unrest and desperation. Populations facing
starvation might resort to raiding neighboring territories for food, thus igniting localized conflicts
that could then broaden. Furthermore, control over fertile lands and agricultural resources was a
constant source of tension between feudal lords and peasant populations, as well as between
different territorial entities. The ability to feed one's population and army was a critical factor in a
ruler's strength and a common pretext for military campaigns, particularly during times of
widespread scarcity.

Religious and Ideological Conflicts

The Papacy and its Influence

Religion profoundly shaped the political landscape of the 14th century, and religious disputes often
served as catalysts for war. The power and influence of the Papacy, though waning at times,
remained a significant factor in European affairs. The Avignon Papacy and the subsequent Great
Western Schism, which saw multiple claimants to the papal throne, created deep divisions and
fueled political maneuvering and conflict. Rulers aligned themselves with different papal factions,
leading to proxy wars and the involvement of armies in religious disputes. The ideological battles
within the Church itself often had tangible military consequences.

Crusades and Religious Zeal

While the major crusading era had passed, the spirit of religious zeal and the concept of holy war
persisted. Although large-scale crusades to the Holy Land were less frequent, smaller crusades and
campaigns against perceived heretics or infidels continued. These campaigns, often sanctioned by
the Pope, provided a religious justification for military action and mobilized armies under the banner
of faith. Conflicts against the Ottoman Turks in the East, or against groups deemed heretical within
Europe, drew in various European powers, adding a religious dimension to the already complex web
of political and economic motivations for warfare. The justification of divine favor often emboldened
leaders and armies, making religious ideology a potent force in instigating and sustaining conflict.

The Impact of the Black Death on Warfare



Demographic Collapse and Military Manpower

The arrival of the Black Death in the mid-14th century had a catastrophic and far-reaching impact on
every aspect of European society, including warfare. The unprecedented demographic collapse,
which wiped out a significant portion of the population, drastically reduced the available manpower
for armies. This had a profound effect on recruitment, the scale of engagements, and the overall
duration and intensity of conflicts. Armies that were once large and numerous found themselves
depleted, forcing changes in military strategy and tactics. The sheer shock of the pandemic also
disrupted economies and social structures, indirectly influencing the capacity and willingness of
states to engage in warfare.

Shifting Power Dynamics and Military Innovation

Paradoxically, the depopulation caused by the Black Death also led to shifts in power dynamics that
could, in some instances, contribute to further conflict. With fewer people available, labor became
more valuable, leading to social and economic changes that sometimes intensified existing tensions
between different classes. Furthermore, the disruption of established military structures and the
need to adapt to a smaller pool of fighters may have spurred military innovation. While large-scale
armies became harder to field, smaller, more professional, and better-equipped units might have
become more prevalent, influencing the nature of warfare. The struggle for resources and influence
in a world with fewer people could also lead to renewed competition and, consequently, conflict.

Feudalism and Military Obligations

The Backbone of Medieval Armies

The feudal system, with its intricate web of reciprocal obligations between lords and vassals, formed
the backbone of medieval armies. Kings and higher nobility relied on their vassals to provide military
service, typically for a set number of days per year, in exchange for land and protection. This system,
while effective for raising armies, was also inherently prone to fragmentation and localized conflict.
Disputes between lords, or a lord's refusal to render service, could destabilize the military structure
and lead to private wars that were difficult for central authorities to suppress. The 14th century saw
the gradual evolution of feudal levies towards more professional soldiery, but the ingrained
obligations of feudalism continued to shape the character of warfare.

Widespread Regional Conflicts

The decentralized nature of feudalism meant that military conflicts were often regional in scope,
involving lords vying for dominance over their immediate territories. These localized wars, while not
always on the scale of national or international conflicts, were frequent and brutal. The concept of
homage and fealty, central to feudalism, also meant that a king could call upon numerous vassals,



each with their own retinues, to prosecute wars. However, the enforcement of these obligations
could be challenging, and the loyalty of vassals was not always guaranteed, especially if their
personal interests diverged from those of their liege lord. This inherent tension within the feudal
system was a constant underlying cause of military mobilization and conflict throughout the 14th
century.

Technological Advancements in Warfare

The Rise of New Weaponry

The 14th century was a period of significant technological advancement in warfare, which in turn
influenced the causes and conduct of wars. The introduction and refinement of gunpowder
weaponry, including cannons and early firearms, began to alter the battlefield. While not yet
dominant, these new technologies introduced new possibilities and threats, prompting armies and
fortifications to adapt. The development of more effective siege weaponry also made traditional
fortifications more vulnerable, leading to shifts in military strategy and the importance of siege
warfare.

Impact on Tactics and Strategy

These technological advancements, coupled with evolving tactical doctrines, contributed to the
changing nature of warfare. The increased effectiveness of projectile weapons, such as the longbow
and crossbow, had already begun to change battlefield tactics in the preceding centuries, and their
influence continued. The combination of new weaponry and tactical innovations meant that conflicts
could be more decisive and destructive. The ability to breach walls with artillery, for example, could
prolong sieges or make them more successful, thereby influencing territorial gains and the overall
strategic objectives of warring parties. The drive to acquire and master these new technologies often
became a factor in international rivalries, fueling a technological arms race that contributed to the
frequency and intensity of wars.

The constant innovation and adoption of new military technologies meant that the landscape of
warfare was always evolving. This created an incentive for states and rulers to maintain strong
military forces and to engage in conflicts to test and refine their military capabilities. The pursuit of
military superiority, driven by technological advancements, was therefore a significant underlying
cause of the pervasive warfare experienced throughout the 14th century.

In conclusion, the 14th century was a tumultuous era marked by a complex interplay of factors that
propelled Europe into numerous conflicts. Dynastic ambitions, economic rivalries, religious fervor,
and the profound impact of the Black Death all converged to create a volatile environment. The
fundamental structures of feudalism, while providing a framework for raising armies, also
contributed to localized and widespread disputes. Furthermore, technological advancements in
weaponry and tactics continuously reshaped the nature of warfare, prompting a perpetual cycle of
adaptation and conflict. Understanding these multifaceted causes provides crucial insight into the



historical forces that shaped the medieval world and laid the groundwork for future global dynamics.

FAQ

Q: What were the primary dynastic causes of 14th century
wars?
A: The primary dynastic causes of 14th-century wars were disputes over royal succession, often
arising from the absence of a clear male heir, leading to competing claims to thrones. These were
compounded by territorial ambitions and the complex feudal relationships where English kings held
land in France as vassals to the French crown, creating inherent tensions.

Q: How did economic factors contribute to the conflicts of the
14th century?
A: Economic factors played a significant role, driven by intense competition for control over vital
trade routes, prosperous commercial centers, and access to raw materials. Disputes over tariffs and
lucrative markets, particularly in the wool trade and Mediterranean maritime commerce, frequently
escalated into military confrontations. Agrarian disputes and the struggle for food security,
especially during times of famine, also spurred conflict.

Q: In what ways did religious and ideological differences fuel
14th century wars?
A: Religious and ideological differences were potent catalysts for war. The influence of the Papacy,
especially during the Great Western Schism, led to alignment of states with competing papal
claimants, resulting in proxy wars. The lingering spirit of crusading zeal, even if diminished, and
campaigns against perceived heretics provided religious justifications for military action and
mobilization.

Q: How did the Black Death influence the nature and
frequency of 14th-century wars?
A: The Black Death caused a catastrophic demographic collapse, significantly reducing available
manpower for armies. This forced changes in military scale and tactics. Paradoxically, the resulting
shifts in power dynamics, labor value, and resource competition in a depopulated world could also
exacerbate existing tensions and indirectly contribute to further conflict or strategic realignments.

Q: What was the role of feudalism in the prevalence of 14th-
century warfare?
A: Feudalism was a fundamental contributor to warfare through its system of reciprocal obligations.



Kings relied on feudal levies from their vassals, but disputes between lords, or a lord's refusal to
render service, could lead to frequent localized or private wars. The decentralized nature of
feudalism fostered regional conflicts, and the enforcement of military obligations was a constant
challenge for central authorities.

Q: Were technological advancements a cause or a consequence
of 14th-century wars?
A: Technological advancements were both a cause and a consequence. The introduction of new
weaponry like gunpowder artillery and improved projectile weapons like the longbow influenced
tactics and fortifications, creating an incentive for states to acquire and master these technologies,
thus fueling rivalries and conflicts. Conversely, the pressures and experiences of warfare often
spurred further military innovation and adaptation.

Q: Did the concept of "us" versus "them" play a role in 14th
century wars?
A: Yes, the concept of "us" versus "them" was integral. This manifested through dynastic loyalties
within kingdoms, national identities (like English vs. French), religious affiliations (Christian vs.
perceived infidel or heretic), and economic competition between different states and city-states.
These divisions fueled a sense of collective identity that could be mobilized for warfare against an
opposing group.
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