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The figure of Charlemagne, also known as Charles the Great, remains one of the most influential
monarchs of the early Middle Ages. His reign laid the foundations for what would become the Holy
Roman Empire and significantly shaped European history. Historians have long debated the driving
forces behind his remarkable achievements—his military conquests, his dedication to Christian
reform, and his efforts to unify diverse peoples under a single rule. Among these perspectives, one
prominent historian posited that Charlemagne was fundamentally guided by two unwavering beliefs
that informed and motivated every decision he made. Understanding these core beliefs offers a
window into the mind of a ruler who sought to forge a new European identity rooted in faith,
learning, and imperial vision.

The Claim: Two Unshakeable Beliefs at the Core of
Charlemagne’s Life

The assertion that Charlemagne's actions were driven by two core beliefs suggests a deeply rooted
ideological framework. These beliefs served as moral compass points, influencing his policies both
domestically and in his expansive military campaigns. The historian's analysis emphasizes that,
despite the complexities of ruling a vast and diverse empire, Charlemagne's fundamental convictions
remained constant, guiding his leadership style and long-term ambitions.

The First Belief: The Divine Right and Obligation of Kingship

One of the central beliefs attributed to Charlemagne was the conviction that his authority as king
was divinely ordained. This belief was rooted in the medieval Christian worldview that monarchs
were appointed by God to serve as his earthly representatives. Charlemagne viewed his rule not
merely as a political or military enterprise but as a sacred trust.

Divine Mandate: Charlemagne believed that God had chosen him to lead his people, which
justified his authority and responsibilities.

Religious Duty: His kingship was intertwined with his role as a Christian ruler tasked with
enforcing divine law and promoting faith.

Legitimization of Power: This belief provided a divine legitimacy to his rule, especially
important in a period where kingship could be contested or challenged.



This conviction reinforced his efforts to strengthen the church's influence within his empire, leading
to reforms that aligned secular authority with religious principles. It also motivated him to expand
his territory, viewing conquest as part of a divine plan to Christianize Europe.

The Second Belief: The Mission to Civilize and Educate

The second core belief attributed to Charlemagne was his unwavering commitment to education,
cultural renewal, and the idea of civilizing his diverse subjects. This conviction was closely linked to
the Christian mission but extended into a broader vision of societal uplift.

Promoter of Learning: Charlemagne believed that a ruler should foster knowledge, literacy,
and cultural development as a means to strengthen the moral fabric of society.

Reform of the Church and Administration: He saw education as essential for effective
governance and religious reform, leading to the establishment of monastic schools and the
Carolingian Renaissance.

Universal Uplift: His belief in civilizing efforts extended to integrating diverse
peoples—Germans, Saxons, Lombards, and others—under a shared Christian culture.

This conviction inspired a renaissance of learning during his reign, with the revival of Latin literacy,
the preservation of classical texts, and the promotion of ecclesiastical scholarship. It also motivated
military campaigns aimed at subduing pagan or non-Christian groups, such as the Saxons, to bring
them into the Christian fold.

How These Beliefs Shaped Charlemagne’s Actions

Understanding how these core beliefs translated into specific policies and actions helps illuminate
the essence of Charlemagne’s leadership style and legacy.

Military Campaigns as Divine Missions

Charlemagne’s military endeavors were often framed as divine missions. His belief in divine right
justified aggressive expansion and conquest, which he saw as fulfilling God's will.

Conquest of the Saxons: He waged a brutal campaign against pagan Saxons, aiming to convert
them to Christianity and incorporate their lands into Christendom.

Defense of Christendom: His campaigns against the Lombards, Avars, and other groups served
to extend and defend Christian territories.



Religious Motivation: Many military victories included the establishment of churches,
monasteries, and the conversion of defeated peoples.

The combination of divine legitimacy and a sense of divine mission made his military pursuits not
merely territorial but spiritual endeavors.

Reforms and the Carolingian Renaissance

Charlemagne’s second core belief—the importance of education and cultural renewal—manifested in
sweeping reforms.

Establishment of Palace Schools: He invited scholars from across Europe to his court,
fostering a vibrant intellectual environment.

Standardization of Latin: Efforts to improve literacy and preserve texts helped create a
cohesive cultural identity.

Promotion of Christian Education: Monastic schools flourished, emphasizing religious texts
and moral instruction.

His focus on learning was also a strategic move to create a well-educated bureaucracy loyal to his
rule, ensuring stability and efficient governance.

Legal and Administrative Reforms

Both beliefs influenced Charlemagne’s desire to create a just and well-ordered society.

Capitularies: He issued detailed laws based on Christian principles, reinforcing divine
authority and moral standards.

Missi Dominici: Appointed royal agents ensured the implementation of laws and the
supervision of local officials, reflecting his belief in order and divine justice.

Integration of Law and Faith: Legal codes emphasized Christian morality, linking his political
authority with spiritual legitimacy.

This approach helped solidify his control over the diverse peoples within his realm and laid the
groundwork for medieval kingship.



The Enduring Legacy of Charlemagne’s Unshakeable
Beliefs

Charlemagne’s two core beliefs—divine right and the civilizing mission—had profound and lasting
impacts on European history.

The Formation of a Christian Europe

By pursuing a policy of religious conversion and cultural integration, Charlemagne helped shape a
continent where Christianity became central to cultural and political identity.

The Revival of Learning and Culture

The Carolingian Renaissance, inspired by his belief in education, preserved classical texts and laid
the foundation for medieval scholarly activity.

Establishment of Imperial Authority

His conviction in divine legitimacy established the precedent for divine right kingship, influencing
subsequent European monarchs.

Conclusion: The Power of Unshakeable Beliefs

The assertion that Charlemagne was guided by two unshakeable beliefs—divine authority and the
civilizing mission—provides a compelling lens through which to understand his multifaceted reign.
These convictions fueled his military campaigns, inspired his reforms, and shaped his vision of a
Christian Europe. Recognizing these core beliefs helps us appreciate the depth of his leadership,
revealing a ruler who saw himself as an instrument of divine will and a catalyst for cultural renewal.
Charlemagne’s legacy, rooted in these unshakeable convictions, endures as a testament to the power
of steadfast belief in shaping history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the two unshakeable beliefs that Charlemagne held
according to the historian?
The historian states that Charlemagne's two unshakeable beliefs were his faith in Christianity and
his duty to unify and strengthen Christendom.



How did Charlemagne's belief in Christianity influence his
reign?
It motivated him to promote Christian teachings, support church reforms, and expand his empire to
spread Christianity throughout his territories.

In what ways did Charlemagne's second belief shape his
political and military actions?
His commitment to unifying Europe under a Christian empire drove his military campaigns,
diplomatic efforts, and reforms aimed at consolidating power and stability.

Why does the historian emphasize these two beliefs as the
foundation of Charlemagne's actions?
Because they served as the core principles guiding his decisions, leadership style, and the legacy he
left behind, influencing the development of medieval Europe.

Did Charlemagne's beliefs influence his relationship with the
church?
Yes, his faith in Christianity and desire to promote it strengthened his alliance with the church,
leading to the crowning of him as Emperor and support for ecclesiastical reforms.

How did these beliefs impact Charlemagne's cultural and
educational policies?
They inspired him to promote learning, establish schools, and support the Carolingian Renaissance,
aiming to revive classical knowledge within a Christian framework.

Are these beliefs still relevant in understanding medieval
European history?
Absolutely, they provide insight into the motivations behind Charlemagne's policies and the shaping
of medieval Europe's religious and political landscape.

Did Charlemagne's personal beliefs face any challenges during
his reign?
While he faced political and military challenges, his core beliefs in Christianity and unification
remained steadfast, guiding him through conflicts and reforms.

How do modern historians interpret Charlemagne’s



unwavering beliefs today?
Many see them as a crucial part of his leadership style, emphasizing the intertwining of religion and
politics in shaping his empire's development.

What lessons can contemporary leaders learn from
Charlemagne's unshakeable beliefs?
They can learn the importance of conviction and principles in guiding leadership decisions,
especially in unifying diverse groups and fostering cultural renewal.

Additional Resources
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The figure of Charlemagne, also known as Charles the Great, looms large in the pantheon of
medieval history. As the founder of the Holy Roman Empire and a pivotal architect of European
civilization, his legacy has been scrutinized and celebrated for centuries. Yet, beyond his political
acumen and military conquests, historians continue to probe into the core motivations that propelled
his relentless pursuit of empire-building, cultural revival, and religious reform. One influential
historian, whose insights have shaped modern understanding, posited that Charlemagne was driven
by two unshakeable beliefs—a conceptual framework that underpinned his every decision and
action. This article explores these beliefs in detail, examining their origins, manifestations, and
enduring impact on European history.

---

The Central Thesis: Two Unshakeable Beliefs as the
Foundation of Charlemagne’s Life

In a comprehensive analysis, historian John A. Smith (pseudonym for illustrative purposes) argued
that Charlemagne’s worldview was anchored in two core convictions:

1. The Divine Right of Kingship and the Mandate of God
2. The Promise of a United Christian Europe

Smith contends that these two beliefs were not mere religious sentiments but deeply held principles
that justified his rule, motivated his policies, and inspired his visions of empire.

---



The First Unshakeable Belief: The Divine Right of
Kingship and the Mandate of God

Origins and Theological Foundations

Charlemagne’s conception of kingship was profoundly rooted in Christian theology. His upbringing
and education in the Carolingian Renaissance emphasized the idea that monarchs were divinely
appointed. This belief was reinforced by the biblical notion that rulers derive their authority from
God, as articulated in passages like Romans 13:1: “Let every soul be subject unto the higher
powers.”

The coronation ceremony by Pope Leo III in 800 AD famously symbolized this divine endorsement. It
marked the moment when Charlemagne was crowned Emperor, a title that intertwined secular
authority with divine sanction. For Charlemagne, this act was not merely ceremonial but a profound
affirmation of his divine right to rule.

Manifestations in Governance and Policy

This belief manifested in several ways:

- Centralization of Authority: Charlemagne worked tirelessly to consolidate power, reducing the
influence of local nobles and asserting his divine authority over his realm.
- Religious Reforms: He saw himself as God's instrument on earth, leading efforts to reform the
Church and enforce doctrinal orthodoxy.
- Military Campaigns: Wars were justified as divine missions to spread Christianity and uphold God’s
will.

Impacts and Legacy

The conviction of divine right provided Charlemagne with a moral authority that transcended mere
political legitimacy. It allowed him to:

- Justify expansionist policies
- Suppress dissent, often citing divine displeasure
- Establish a sense of sacred kingship that persisted beyond his death

His belief in divine authority also laid the groundwork for later medieval monarchs, influencing
notions of divine right in European political thought.

---



The Second Unshakeable Belief: The Promise of a
United Christian Europe

Vision of Christian Unity

The second core belief that Smith highlights is Charlemagne’s unwavering desire to forge a unified
Christian realm. He envisioned a Europe united under a single Christian faith, serving as a bulwark
against paganism, heresy, and external threats.

This belief was shaped by his education, exposure to Christian doctrine, and the tumultuous political
landscape of the early Middle Ages, marked by fragmented kingdoms and pervasive pagan practices.

Strategies to Achieve Christian Unity

Charlemagne pursued this goal through multifaceted strategies:

- Religious Reforms and Clerical Standardization: Promoting literacy among clergy, enforcing
orthodoxy, and supporting the Carolingian Renaissance.
- Reconquest and Expansion: Campaigns against the Saxons, Avars, and other pagan tribes aimed to
bring these peoples into the Christian fold.
- Educational and Cultural Revival: Patronage of learning and arts to foster a shared Christian
cultural identity.

Religious Policies and Their Consequences

- The Conversion of the Saxons: Charlemagne’s ruthless campaigns, including forced conversions,
reflected his conviction that religious unity was essential to political stability.
- The Coronation of Christianity as the State Religion: By elevating Christianity to a central role in
governance, he aimed to create a cohesive society centered on shared faith.

Long-Term Impact

This belief had profound effects:

- It reinforced the integration of religion and politics, shaping medieval governance.
- It provided a unifying identity that endured through centuries.
- It laid the groundwork for the Papal-Imperial alliance, which defined medieval European politics.

---



Interplay Between the Two Beliefs: A Synergistic
Motivation

Smith emphasizes that these two beliefs were not isolated but deeply interconnected. The divine
right of kingship gave Charlemagne the authority to enforce religious unity, while the desire for
Christian unity reinforced his divine mandate. Their synergy created a powerful ideological
framework that justified his actions—military, political, and cultural.

Key Interactions

- Legitimization of Military Campaigns: Wars against pagans and heretics were both divine
commands and efforts to unify Christendom.
- Religious Reforms: Enforcement of orthodoxy was seen as fulfilling divine will and unifying the
realm spiritually and politically.
- Cultural Renaissance: The Carolingian Renaissance was driven by the belief that restoring learning
and faith would solidify Christian Europe.

---

Historical Evidence Supporting Smith’s Thesis

Several primary sources and archaeological findings support these core beliefs:

- Royal Charters and Coronation Records: Emphasize divine approval and Christian mission.
- The Capitulary Edicts: Codify religious reforms and central authority.
- Ecclesiastical Writings: Bishops and monks frequently referenced divine authority and Christian
unity as guiding principles.
- Art and Architecture: Religious motifs and the construction of churches reflect the centrality of
Christianity in his vision.

---

Counterpoints and Alternative Interpretations

While Smith’s thesis is compelling, other historians argue that political pragmatism, personal
ambition, and external threats also played crucial roles in Charlemagne’s actions. Critics suggest
that:

- His religious convictions may have been intertwined with political expediency.
- The expansion was driven by strategic interests, not solely ideological beliefs.
- The concept of divine right was exploited for consolidating power rather than purely spiritual
reasons.

Nevertheless, the consensus remains that these two beliefs formed the ideological backbone of
Charlemagne’s reign.



---

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Charlemagne’s
Beliefs

The exploration of Charlemagne’s core convictions reveals a ruler whose actions were profoundly
shaped by two unshakeable beliefs—the divine authority of kingship and the pursuit of a united
Christian Europe. These principles not only justified his ambitious campaigns and reforms but also
established enduring paradigms that influenced medieval European politics and culture.

Smith’s analysis underscores that understanding these beliefs is essential for grasping the man
behind the legend. Charlemagne’s legacy is not merely one of conquest but of ideological vision—an
interplay of divine legitimacy and religious unity that laid the foundation for Western Europe’s
medieval identity.

As history continues to evaluate Charlemagne’s life, these two beliefs remain central to
comprehending his motivations and enduring influence. They serve as a testament to how deeply
held convictions can shape the course of history, inspiring actions that echo through the centuries.

---

In summary, Charlemagne’s unwavering faith in the divine right of kings and his relentless pursuit
of Christian unity were the twin pillars that motivated his every move. These beliefs were more than
mere religious doctrines—they were the ideological engines driving one of history’s most influential
monarchs to forge an empire that would leave a lasting imprint on Europe.
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