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Levels of the Social Dynamic in Medieval Corporations: Portuguese University 

in the 13–15 cc. 
By Alexander Rusanov (Lomonocov Moscow State University) 

 In studies of the social dynamics in medieval corporations – in the context of the old problem of 

“social institution as a psychological reality”1  – it’s easy to observe the fragmentation of  the investiga-

tion object – and respectively differences in determination of the dynamics and statics. In my PhD thesis 

(“Corporation of Portuguese University in 13-15 cc.”) I try to retrace one of the most important aspects 

of this question – the hierarchy of the “general” and “local” levels in understanding of the corporation 

by its members.  

The history of universities – which are “medieval European institutions par excellence”2 and in 

the same time the corporations that conserved its main form to our days3 – always presupposed the 

concentration on the searching of the cornerstone of this structure in the Middle Ages. In the beginning 

of the 19th c. this search (mostly for the further rupture) often correlated to the reflections about French 

Revolution and new system of education created by A. von Humboldt, F. Schleiermacher etc., to the 

Kant’s Contest of Faculties and Fichte’s philosophy of science. Later the idea of continuality became 

more important – and it echoed in the historical researches proper. Since time of the first authors of the 

general university studies – H. Denifle and H. Rashdall (and even since Meiners and Savingy) to nowa-

days it’s underlined that “the Universities of all countries and all ages are in reality adaptations under 

various conditions of one and the same institution”,4 i.e. of the Idea of University which is (using medie-

val term) called the Studium Generale.5 It was based on the experience of archetypical unversitates of 

Bologna, Paris and Cambridge, of the emperor’s university of Naples and papal universities of Toulouse 

and Rome,6 and these institutions got patterns for their structures from the Roman law (for the idea of 

privileges7), from tradition of cojurationes (universitates)8 or monasteries,9 and also from specificity of 

the forming city culture10 etc. Of course there are many contradictions in the interpretations of the uni-

versity unity. For example Jus ubique docendi – that is the base of the medieval university concept in the 

most part of the works in the 20th c.11 – is often reviewed as “red herring for university history”12 for it 

was “an artificially forced concept imposed upon the university by papal or imperial decree”,13 as a form 

of papal control.14 So these researches are part not only of the pure history of Law – but of the mind 

history too.  

In that field there are two important aspects for my theme: by this focus of investigation it’s of-

ten noted that later universities got their “forms from these already existing models”,15 but the studying 

of dynamics of the Studium Generale leads researchers to the construction of the general chronologies 

(maybe the best of them – one of P. Moraw, it consists of “universal period” and “national and regional 

era”, started with the Great Schism16). So we should consider the Studium Generale (and “University” 

too) in context of the history of concepts. In this context it can be named one of the “basic concepts”17 

of the Middle Ages – and studying different aspects of its dynamics, of its internal “temporal structure” 

accepted by contemporaries18 can be rather productive. Anyway its changes form the general level of 

the university dynamics.  

 In our case idea of continuality of Portuguese university is a base of a local level. This university 

was founded in 1288-1290 by the group of prelates and king Dinis. The most notable trait of its early 

period is the intermittence of its existence: Portuguese University moved to Coimbra in 1308, than back 

to Lisbon in 1338, than again to Coimbra near 1354, than in Lisbon in 1377 – until the ultimate removal 

to Coimbra in 1537. Its successes in the sciences (the main faculties were two of the Law – Civil and Ec-

clesiastical) always were modest, as well as careers of its graduates – even in Portugal higher positions 

were held by graduates of foreign prestigious universities. This intermittence may show us the duality of 

the idea of any concrete medieval university, which is a key factor of its conserving in spite of resettle-
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ments and the years of inactivity. The continuity in the medieval universities is a burning issue reviewed 

in different aspects.19 For my investigation  it’s important that the reformationes20 of Portuguese univer-

sity are marks of both gaps in its history and reception of its law tradition. 

So we may describe three levels of existence and dynamics in observed social institutions. On 

the 1st level there are lives and opinions of the members of corporation, and also their acts as its mem-

bers (in case of universities: study, gatherings etc.). In terminology of Bourdieu this level can definite as 

habitus. On the 2nd level there is idea of continuality of law and traditions, and even of existence of the 

particular corporation. On the 3rd level there is idea of the type (or group) of corporations – for example 

concept of the Studium Generale. The base of the both these concepts is historical memory, and it’s 

more expressive in the structure with active collective defense mechanisms (as Bourdieu noticed) as 

universities always were.21 Historical (and juridical) memory is a primal factor of understanding of the 

social dynamics by its participants – or maybe the dynamics of their understanding22; for the medieval 

university scholars their role in the forming of social elites, in maintaining of the social harmony (so-

called myths) was very important23 (in spite of obscure role of amor sciendi in their lives24). And in this 

case two spheres that A. de Libera notes in studying of medieval intellectuals – understanding of social 

discourses and pretensions and claims for intellectuality as it was25 – become intertwined. In the other 

words both the 2nd and 3rd levels formed the university social field for the medieval scholar. 

The aim of generalization leads to the classifications of the unique combinations of the dynamic 

levels in different corporations. Major part of them base on territorial groups with inclusion of some 

temporal and structural aspects. 26 The first of these groups are Studia Generalia respectu regni (general-

ly Iberian) – the term borrowed from the Italian juridical tradition and reviewed by H. Rashdall.27 Later 

classifications are diverse and numerous, it’s necessary to mention the detailed and versatile model of  

J. Verger,28 New and Old Europe of P. Moraw;29 some of these classifications don’t limit itself to the 

Christian world: for example in the group of Mediterranean Universities D. Pryds included some Muslim 

schools as well as  Studia Generalia.30 Of course in some directions of work (for which they were devel-

oped by researchers) such classifications can be placed between 2nd and 3rd levels in “hierarchy of dy-

namics, but universal Studium Generale and particular Alma Mater where the constant levels of the dy-

namics in the consciousness of the members of the university corporation. The most important field for 

use of the patterns revealed by the named researchers and echoed in their classification is understand-

ing of the “internal dynamics” of the general level’s dynamics conditioned by the European processes of 

longue durée and some events kept in these hypotheses as “key” (for example, conflict between Parisi-

an university and bishop); it’s been already said that these patterns were used in creation of the image 

of any new university. But we must take into consideration the “feedback” of the experience of any uni-

versity (even rather marginal ones like Portugues) that influenced the universal level. 

For investigation of the relation between dynamics of these levels I use sources generally from 

the juridical sphere (papal bulls, supplicate, rotuli). All of them are published 31 and – in spite of too big 

role of the context of the modern history (for example – the active participation of the professors of the 

University of Coimbra in making of the New State in the 1920s) 32 – my sources are rather well-studied in 

many fields,33 but never have been studied with the combination of the three said research focuses.  

The most important trait of these documents is their existence in complexes which were used as 

sources of corporate law during the long time.  The main complex is the Livro Verde – cartulary made in 

the 2nd part of the 15th c. on the base of earlier collections that contains copies of documents since the  

end of the 13th c. The order of items, marginalia and especially index34 may give interesting information 

about freezing of the past dynamics in the juridical field of perception.  Also it’s necessary to mention 

the documents which have the series of confirming and citations, in the other words series of percep-

tions of the previous social act, and these perceptions formed both continuity and dynamics of the uni-
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versity life. A good example is the big diploma of 1367 where king Fernando confirmed more than 30 

earlier diplomas (some of them are confirming ones too) and cited their texts,35and in turn it was includ-

ed in the Livro Verde. In this case not-including of a document – which seems to be important36 – may be 

determinate as a negation of the past, creating a new view of the understanding of social dynamic and 

unity of social institutions by its members. 

Other aspect is using of both Latin (in papal bulls and corporative statutes) and Portuguese 

(since the beginning of the 14th c. the only language of the Royal Chancellery37) in documents often ded-

icated to the same social acts, for example re-establishment of the university.38 And the analysis of the 

differences of the language contexts (for the conceptions – Studium Generale and estudo geral, 

universitas and universidade) may show some nuances in the general and local university history.39 

And maybe most important aspect is the through perception of the universal concept of the 

Studium Generale and of its realization in other countries. One of the kind is the straight citation, mostly 

there were the common places for the scholar juridical tradition (from Institutiones40 or authentica 

Habita41) dedicated to the key role of the scientia in the society. And as it has been said these myths (in 

their changes) were really important factors of the university social life in its local dynamics. Also in so-

called Charta magna privilegiorum (1308)42 we can see citation from the Siete Partidas of Alfonso X of 

Castile (grandfather of Dinis of Portugal). It’s interesting to note that the Siete Partidas was by one hand 

one of the interlinks between universal (mostly Italian and Parisian) and Iberian (including Portuguese) 

understating of the Studium Generale, and by the other hand – on of the fundamental in the European 

scale. In this case it may be observed a complicated system of mutually influencing dynamic levels. 

But also we can review comprehension of the international university context in which the Por-

tuguese university existed. For example king Afonso IV proclaiming near violent removal of the Universi-

ty from Coimbra applied to the authority of the letrados of his Council  for they had been in the other 

Studia Generalia.43 And then, in the time of King Fernando, these “universal” references remained in the 

rhetoric of the diploma ensuring The New Founding of the University in Lisbon in 1377 and formed new 

wider circle of University privileges.44 Such dual mentions (which are numerous) suppose both dynamics 

of the European understanding of the role of Studium Generale and changes of the place of the Portu-

guese University in changing Portuguese society.  

So the scrupulous researches of “co-rhythmicity” and “dis-rhythmicity” of the general and local 

dynamic levels in the case of medieval  Portuguese Studium Generale may be rather productive. 
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