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The Causes of the Hundred Years' War Explained for Us

causes of the hundred years war explained us, delving into the intricate web of political,
economic, and dynastic factors that plunged England and France into a century of conflict. This
prolonged struggle, far from being a single, unified war, was a series of intermittent hostilities
spanning from 1337 to 1453, fundamentally reshaping the identities and power structures of both
nations. Understanding these deep-seated grievances is crucial to grasping the medieval European
landscape and the evolution of warfare. We will explore the crucial dynastic claims, the territorial
disputes over Gascony, the economic rivalries, and the evolving concepts of feudal loyalty that fueled
this monumental clash.
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Dynastic Claims and Succession Disputes: The Root of
the Conflict

The primary catalyst for the Hundred Years' War can be traced back to a complex dynastic
entanglement between the English and French royal families. The issue stemmed from the death of
Charles IV of France in 1328, the last direct male heir of the Capetian dynasty. This event created a
succession crisis, as there was no clear male successor to the French throne. Edward Il of England,
the son of Isabella of France (Charles IV's sister), therefore, had a strong familial claim to the French
crown through his mother.

However, French feudal law and custom, specifically the Salic Law, generally barred inheritance
through the female line. The French nobility, unwilling to be ruled by an English king, instead chose
Philip VI, a cousin of Charles IV and the first of the Valois dynasty, to ascend the throne. This decision,
while legally justifiable within the French framework, was vehemently contested by Edward Ill, who
saw his rightful inheritance denied. The English claim, though rooted in kinship, was a persistent thorn
in the side of the French monarchy and a constant source of tension that would simmer for years.

Edward IllI's Claim to the French Throne

Edward Ill's assertion of his right to the French throne was not merely a matter of familial pride; it
represented a fundamental challenge to the legitimacy of the Valois dynasty. As the closest male
relative through the direct Capetian line, his claim held considerable weight in the eyes of some,
particularly those who favored English influence or sought to exploit French instability. His mother,
Isabella, played a significant role in the deposition of his grandfather, Edward II, and later his own



father, making her a somewhat controversial figure, but her lineage was undeniable.

The French, however, were resolute in their adherence to Salic Law, a legal principle that had been
used historically to prevent foreign rule and maintain the integrity of the French kingdom. This
divergence in legal and customary interpretation of succession rights created an irreconcilable chasm
between the two royal houses, providing a perpetual justification for English intervention in French
affairs.

The French Succession Crisis and the Rise of the Valois

The extinction of the direct Capetian line in 1328 was a pivotal moment in French history. The ensuing
power vacuum led to intense political maneuvering and debate amongst the French nobility regarding
the most suitable successor. While Edward Il presented his claim, the assembly of French barons and
clergy ultimately favored Philip VI, citing the precedent and the perceived dangers of an English king
ruling France. This choice established the House of Valois as the new ruling dynasty, a decision that
the English crown would never fully accept.

The French nobility's preference for Philip VI was driven by a desire to preserve French sovereignty
and prevent the English from gaining undue influence. The coronation of Philip VI at Reims in 1328
was a public declaration of the Valois ascendancy, but it also served as a stark reminder to Edward Il
of his rejected claim, setting the stage for future confrontations.

The Fief of Aquitaine (Gascony) and Feudal Tensions

Beyond the dynastic dispute, the English possession of the Duchy of Aquitaine, often referred to as
Gascony, was a persistent source of friction. This vast territory in southwestern France had been a
possession of the English crown since the time of Eleanor of Aquitaine, who had married King Henry I
of England in the 12th century. As Duke of Aquitaine, the King of England was a vassal of the King of
France, a feudal arrangement that inherently created a power imbalance and frequent conflict.

The French monarchs consistently sought to assert their suzerainty over Aquitaine, demanding
homage and fealty from the English kings, while the English rulers aimed to maintain their autonomy
and expand their influence within the duchy. This duality of roles—English king as sovereign in his
own realm, yet a vassal within France—was a fundamental contradiction that the French crown
actively exploited to undermine English power.

The Anomaly of English Vassalage to the French Crown

The concept of feudalism, with its intricate web of obligations and loyalties, was central to medieval
governance. However, the situation in Aquitaine presented a unique anomaly. The King of England,

one of Europe's most powerful monarchs, was required to swear fealty to the King of France for his

French territories. This created an awkward and often humiliating position for the English sovereign,
who was expected to be the equal, if not superior, of his French counterpart in other spheres.

French kings frequently used their position as feudal overlords to summon English kings to their
courts to answer for offenses, seize lands, or impose their will. This constant assertion of feudal
authority by the French crown was a deeply resented grievance for the English, fueling a desire to
break free from this subordinate status and assert their own independent sovereignty.



French Efforts to Reassert Control over Aquitaine

Throughout the early 14th century, French kings engaged in a consistent policy of attempting to
reassert royal authority and territorial control over Aquitaine. They would often seize parts of the
duchy on various pretexts, such as alleged breaches of feudal law by the English dukes or their
officials. These seizures were rarely permanent, but they served to weaken English control, disrupt
administration, and demonstrate French power.

The English, in turn, would often retaliate militarily, leading to localized conflicts that foreshadowed
the larger war. The French crown's persistent encroachment on English-held territories within France
was a clear indication of their ambition to unify their kingdom and eliminate the presence of a
powerful, independent English presence on French soil. This ongoing struggle over territorial integrity
and feudal obligations was a significant underlying cause of the Hundred Years' War.

Economic Rivalries and Control of Flanders

Economic interests, particularly in the strategically important and commercially vital region of
Flanders, played a significant role in exacerbating the tensions between England and France.
Flanders, a wealthy county in the Low Countries, was technically a fief of the French crown. However,
its economy was intrinsically linked to England, primarily through the wool trade. Flemish weavers
and cloth manufacturers were heavily reliant on English wool, which was considered superior in
quality.

This economic interdependence meant that any disruption to the wool trade had severe repercussions
for Flanders. The French crown, seeking to exert its authority, often used economic pressure, such as
attempting to embargo wool exports, as a means of controlling the region. This economic leverage
became a significant point of contention, as both England and France sought to secure their economic
interests and exert influence over this prosperous territory.

The Importance of the Wool Trade

The wool trade was the lifeblood of both the English and Flemish economies. England was a major
producer of high-quality wool, and its export was a significant source of revenue for the English crown
and its landowners. Flanders, with its advanced textile industry, was the largest consumer of this
wool. The efficient functioning of this trade was crucial for the prosperity of both regions.

English kings understood the leverage they held through controlling the supply of wool. They could,
and sometimes did, threaten to cut off shipments to Flanders, which would cripple the Flemish
economy and put immense pressure on the Count of Flanders, and by extension, the French king. This
economic weapon was a powerful tool in the diplomatic and political arsenal of England.

French Attempts to Control Flemish Commerce

The French monarchy saw Flanders as a crucial component of its kingdom and was determined to
prevent it from falling under too much English influence. This often manifested in attempts to regulate
or disrupt Flemish commerce, particularly the wool trade. French kings would seek to impose tariffs,
control trade routes, or even directly intervene in the economic policies of Flemish cities.

The Flemish burghers, however, were fiercely independent and deeply resentful of French



interference in their prosperous trade networks. They often found themselves caught between the
demands of their French overlord and their economic reliance on England. This internal tension within
Flanders, coupled with the external pressures from both England and France, created a volatile
situation ripe for conflict.

The Role of Chivalry and National Identity

While dynastic claims and territorial disputes formed the bedrock of the conflict, the prevailing ethos
of chivalry and the nascent stirrings of national identity also played a role in shaping the Hundred
Years' War. The concept of chivalry, with its emphasis on martial prowess, honor, and loyalty,
encouraged warfare as a legitimate and even glorious pursuit for the nobility. Knights and nobles,
eager for glory and spoils, were often eager to take up arms.

Furthermore, while modern notions of nationhood were still developing, the prolonged conflict began
to foster a sense of shared identity and purpose amongst the populations of both England and France.
The common enemy became a unifying force, albeit one that developed slowly and unevenly over the
course of the war.

Chivalric Ildeals and Warfare

The medieval period was deeply imbued with the ideals of chivalry, a code of conduct that glorified
warfare and martial achievement. Knights were expected to be brave, skilled in combat, and loyal to
their lord. The Hundred Years' War provided ample opportunity for knights from both sides to prove
their valor and earn renown on the battlefield. This cultural aspect of warfare meant that conflict was
not always seen as a purely political or economic necessity, but also as a quest for honor and glory.

The romanticized image of the knightly warrior, battling for his king and his honor, was a powerful
motivator for participation in the war. While the realities of medieval warfare were often brutal and
devastating, the ideals of chivalry provided a framework and a justification for the ongoing hostilities,
contributing to the willingness of the aristocracy to engage in prolonged conflict.

Emergence of Early National Consciousness

The protracted struggle against a common foe, the English for the French and the French for the
English, began to foster a rudimentary sense of national consciousness. People started to identify
more strongly with their kingdom and their king, differentiating themselves from the "other." This was
a gradual process, and regional identities often remained strong, but the shared experience of war
and the narratives that emerged from it contributed to a burgeoning sense of collective identity.

The legendary figures like Joan of Arc for the French, who rallied national sentiment against the
English invaders, exemplify how conflict could galvanize a population towards a shared purpose.
While not a fully formed nation-state as we understand it today, the Hundred Years' War was a
crucible in which early forms of English and French national identities were forged, transforming
subjects into something more akin to citizens with a stake in their kingdom's survival and success.



Escalation and Key Trigger Events

While the underlying causes simmered for decades, specific events served as immediate triggers that
propelled England and France into open warfare. The prolonged period of unresolved tensions and the
growing ambitions of both Edward Il and Philip VI created a volatile situation where a spark could
ignite a conflagration. The complexities of feudal obligations, coupled with the dynastic dispute and
economic rivalries, provided fertile ground for conflict to erupt.

The interplay of these factors meant that any significant diplomatic breakdown or aggressive action
by one side was likely to be met with a forceful response from the other, escalating the situation from
localized skirmishes to full-scale war. Understanding these trigger events is crucial to comprehending
the precise moment when the Hundred Years' War officially began.

The French Confiscation of Aquitaine in 1337

The decisive act that formally initiated the Hundred Years' War was the French king Philip VI's
confiscation of Aquitaine in 1337. Philip declared that Edward Il had failed to fulfill his feudal
obligations as Duke of Aquitaine, particularly his refusal to pay homage. This confiscation was a direct
challenge to English sovereignty and possessions in France, and Edward lll responded by asserting his
claim to the French throne and preparing for war.

This act of confiscation was not merely a symbolic gesture; it was a tangible attempt by the French
crown to consolidate its territorial integrity and remove a significant English presence from French
soil. For Edward I, it was an unacceptable provocation that demanded a military response and a
reassertion of his claim to the French crown, thus formally launching the war.

Edward Ill's Alliance with Flanders and the Battle of Sluys

In response to Philip VI's actions, Edward Il actively sought to build alliances and secure his strategic
position. He forged an alliance with the Flemish burghers, who were eager to resist French control and
maintain their lucrative trade with England. This alliance provided Edward with crucial financial and
military support, and access to Flemish ports.

A significant naval victory for the English at the Battle of Sluys in 1340 gave them control of the
English Channel, securing vital supply lines and paving the way for English military campaigns on the
continent. This naval supremacy was a critical early success that emboldened Edward Ill and allowed
him to project English power into France, marking a significant escalation in the conflict.

The Hundred Years' War was a multifaceted conflict born from a confluence of dynastic ambitions,
territorial disputes, economic competition, and evolving societal norms. The complex inheritance
laws, the strategic importance of Aquitaine, the lucrative trade routes of Flanders, and the prevailing
chivalric culture all intertwined to create a century of intermittent warfare between England and
France. While the war saw periods of intense fighting and notable battles, its origins lie in these deep-
seated grievances that repeatedly drew the two kingdoms into conflict, profoundly shaping their
respective histories and the broader European landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions about the Causes of the Hundred



Years' War

Q: What was the primary dynastic reason for the Hundred
Years' War?

A: The primary dynastic reason for the Hundred Years' War was the succession crisis following the
death of the last direct Capetian king of France, Charles IV, in 1328. Edward Ill of England, through his
mother Isabella (Charles IV's sister), had a strong claim to the French throne, which was contested by
French nobility who invoked Salic Law to prevent succession through the female line and instead
crowned Philip VI of the House of Valois.

Q: How did the possession of Aquitaine contribute to the
conflict?

A: The English possession of the Duchy of Aquitaine (Gascony) was a significant source of tension. As
Duke of Aquitaine, the King of England was a vassal of the King of France, creating an awkward feudal
relationship where a sovereign monarch was beholden to another. French kings consistently sought to
assert their suzerainty and control over this territory, while English kings aimed to maintain their
autonomy, leading to frequent disputes and attempts at confiscation.

Q: What economic factors fueled the Hundred Years' War?

A: Economic factors, particularly the control of the lucrative wool trade with Flanders, played a crucial
role. Flanders was a wealthy center for textile production that relied heavily on English wool. Both
England and France sought to exert economic and political influence over Flanders, with France
aiming to maintain its feudal suzerainty and England leveraging its control of wool exports to pressure
the region and its overlord.

Q: Was the Hundred Years' War a continuous war?

A: No, the Hundred Years' War was not a continuous war. It was a series of intermittent conflicts and
periods of truce that spanned 116 years, from 1337 to 1453. The fighting was often punctuated by
diplomatic negotiations and periods of relative peace, before hostilities would resume again.

Q: How did feudal obligations contribute to the outbreak of
war?

A: Feudal obligations were a core cause of the conflict. The King of England's position as Duke of
Aquitaine meant he was a vassal to the King of France. This created inherent tensions, as French
kings could summon English kings to their courts, demand homage, and even confiscate lands for
perceived breaches of feudal duty. The French confiscation of Aquitaine in 1337 was a direct trigger
that Edward Ill responded to by asserting his claim to the French throne.



Q: Did concepts of national identity play a role in the war's
origins?

A: While not as developed as modern national identity, nascent concepts of national consciousness
began to emerge during the Hundred Years' War. The prolonged conflict fostered a sense of shared
identity against a common enemy, slowly transforming subjects into something more akin to citizens
with a collective purpose and loyalty to their respective kingdoms.

Q: What was the significance of the Battle of Sluys?

A: The Battle of Sluys in 1340 was a significant naval victory for the English. It gave them control of
the English Channel, which was crucial for securing supply lines and allowing for English military
operations on the continent. This naval supremacy was a key early strategic advantage that
emboldened English campaigns in France.
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