
The Fascinating Evolution: A Short History of
European Law
European law has played a pivotal role in shaping the modern legal framework
that governs the continent. With a rich history that spans centuries, the
development of European law has been influenced by various civilizations,
empires, and movements. In this article, we delve into the captivating backstory
of European law, examining its origins, notable milestones, and the significant
impact it has had on societies throughout time.

The Origins of European Law

The foundation of European law can be traced back to the ancient civilizations of
Greece and Rome. The concept of a legal system based on principles and
regulations emerged in ancient Greece, where city-states developed laws that
focused on protecting individual rights, maintaining order, and resolving disputes.
These early Greek laws laid the groundwork for the development of Roman law,
which later became the basis for European legal systems.

One of the most influential contributions to European law was the Corpus Juris
Civilis, or the Justinian Code, which was compiled under the reign of the
Byzantine Emperor Justinian I in the 6th century. This collection of legal texts
drew heavily on Roman law and provided a comprehensive legal framework that
influenced legal systems across Europe well into the Middle Ages.
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The Medieval Age: Feudalism and Canon Law

During the Middle Ages, Europe experienced significant political, social, and
economic transformations. Feudalism, a socio-economic system where land and
resources were controlled by feudal lords, dominated the landscape. Legal
governance during this period was mainly based on local customs, traditions, and
feudal relationships.

Another key aspect of medieval law was canon law, which evolved from the
teachings and practices of the Catholic Church. Canon law regulated various
aspects of medieval society, including marriage, inheritance, and matters related
to religion. The influence of canon law extended to both ecclesiastical and secular
jurisdictions, shaping legal systems in early medieval Europe.

Renaissance and the Birth of Modern Law

The Renaissance period marked a departure from the feudalism and religious
dominance of the Middle Ages. It was a time of major changes in art, culture, and
intellectual pursuits, and this had a profound impact on legal development as
well.
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During this time, legal scholars began focusing on the revival and interpretation of
ancient Roman law. Scholars like Andreas Vesalius, Francisco de Vitoria, and
Hugo Grotius emerged, forming the basis of the School of Natural Law. This
school called for a system of law based on reason and natural rights, challenging
the traditional authority of monarchs and the Church.

As nation-states consolidated their power and central authority, the influence of
Roman law became more prominent. The legal doctrines developed during the
Renaissance laid the foundation for modern European law, emphasizing concepts
such as equality, human rights, and the separation of powers.

Enlightenment and the Spread of Legal Principles

The Enlightenment era of the 17th and 18th centuries brought forth a wave of
intellectual, political, and legal advancements. Influential thinkers such as John
Locke, Montesquieu, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau championed the application of
reason, individual freedom, and social contract theory.

The principles advocated during the Enlightenment, coupled with the rise of the
nation-state, led to the development of codified legal systems. Nation-states
sought to establish legal frameworks that provided uniformity, consistency, and
fairness. The Napoleonic Code, introduced in France in 1804, became a
significant reference point for legal systems not only in Europe but also in various
parts of the world.

The European Union and Harmonization of Laws

In the aftermath of World War II, the idea of European integration gained
momentum. The European Union (EU), established with the signing of the Treaty
of Rome in 1957, aimed to foster closer economic and political cooperation
among its member states.



One of the key roles of the EU has been the harmonization of laws across
member countries. The EU has created a body of legislation called the Acquis
Communautaire, which covers a wide range of areas such as competition law,
environmental regulations, consumer protection, and employment laws. This
harmonization aims to ensure a level playing field and facilitate the functioning of
a single market within the EU.

The Continuing Evolution of European Law

European law continues to evolve, reflecting ongoing social, political, and
technological developments. As the EU expands and adapts to new challenges,
European law will play an even more influential role in shaping the legal
landscape of the continent.

In , the history of European law is a testament to the dynamic nature of legal
systems and their ability to adapt to changing circumstances. From ancient
civilizations to the present-day European Union, the evolution of European law
has been shaped by a multitude of factors, including philosophy, religion,
revolution, and globalization. Understanding the rich history of European law
allows us to appreciate the progress made and the challenges that lie ahead.
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Tamar Herzog offers a road map to European law across 2,500 years that reveals
underlying patterns and unexpected connections. By showing what European law
was, where its iterations were found, who made and implemented it, and what the
results were, she ties legal norms to their historical circumstances and reveals
the law’s fragile malleability.
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