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CHAPTER
Making the Modern World
The Renaissance and Reformation, 1400 to 1648

A

lready in the fifteenth century, some intellectuals had begun to claim that
centuries of backwardness had given way to a “modern” age. All people, of
course, believe they live in modern times, and they do. For historians, this
transition to a “modern” time period, or even “early modern,” reflects the changing
elements of society, state, and culture compared with those of the Middle Ages and
before. The key to this transition was a new appreciation for classical antiquity, the
culture of ancient Greece and Rome. Historians have named that perception the
Renaissance, meaning a rebirth of attitudes drawn from Græco-Roman culture.
Classical antiquity had, of course, been appreciated to one degree or another since
its collapse in the West a thousand years before. Beginning around 1400, however,
a renewed interest in ancient history intertwined with economic, political, and religious developments. Reflecting on the past while sailing into the unknown, the
Europeans traveled out of the later Middle Ages (ca. 1300–1500) and landed in the
early modern period of history (ca. 1400–1815) (see timeline C).

THE PURSE OF PRINCES
As the Europeans recovered from the onslaught of the Black Death, the resurging
economics of the towns propelled them into undreamed-of wealth and success.
Amid plague and peasant rebellion, a dynamic idea later called capitalism began
to catch on. Capitalism was a new form of economic practice that went beyond the
markets of farmers or fairs. The “capital” of capitalism refers to a substantial amount
of wealth that is available, and necessary, for investment. Many businesses require
capital to begin operation or maintain themselves. One form of capital is profit,
wealth left over after all expenses have been paid. When profits could be obtained,
the practice of capitalism dictated what to do with them: reinvest.
In its simplest form, then, capitalism is reinvesting profits gained from invested
capital. The usual human inclination is to spend excess wealth on showiness: fine
homes, gourmet foods, parties, designer fashions, and grand edifices. One can, of
course, give money away or bury it in the ground. Investing profit in one’s own
211
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operations or in providing start-up and operating funds for another business, however, promoted long-term growth. Successful investments in turn created more
profits, which then might be invested still further. Thus, capitalism became an
engine for economic progress: wealth bred more wealth. Likewise, capitalism
encouraged innovation. Clever investors looked for a new enterprise, a novel
endeavor, which, if successful, would bring an even greater profit.
Only much later did historians and theorists use the exact term capitalism.
Some historians also argue that other civilizations, either Muslim, Indian, or Chinese, practiced capitalism first and that westerners learned its techniques from
them. Wherever it came from, more problematic is that people today often misunderstand the term capitalism. Many people often confuse capitalism with free markets. While capitalism requires markets (a space for people to exchange goods and
services), they do not have to be entirely free (without restrictions imposed by
authorities). This leads to another basic principle:

There is no such thing as an entirely free market; all markets
have rules and costs.

One of the key arguments among market participants, then and now, is how many
regulations or fees there should be. One of the most important rules determines
how much honesty is required between buyer and seller. If the market is an actual
place, there are expenses for rent, cleaning, and upkeep. Many fees are taken by
middlemen. The number of rules and expenses imposed on markets make them
more or less free or fair. And breaking the rules meant punishment by law (see
figure 9.1).
Another ongoing difficulty with capitalism has been when people lost their capital in financial markets. If a business venture failed, not only was there no profit,
but the original capital could also disappear as well. Risk has always existed with
capitalism—wealth can simply vanish into thin air. On the one hand, luck, creativity,
and business acumen can create huge funds from a small incentive. On the other
hand, irrational exuberance, misfortune, stupidity, and economic ignorance can
just as easily destroy riches. Poor investors have lost vast assets. For example, a
sudden mania for tulips in the Netherlands during the 1630s drove up prices many
times their previous worth. At the most extreme, one exotic bulb for a garden cost
the equivalent price of a mansion. When the bubble burst, tulip bulbs once again
became merely potential flowers, that is, very affordable. Yet since early capitalists
succeeded more often than they failed, the European economy grew over the long
term. Capitalists may have accumulated most of the new wealth, but they also provided employment and opportunities for others to become wealthier. Indeed, capitalism helped make Western civilization the most powerful culture the world has
ever known, during what historians have called the Commercial Revolution
(1350–1600).
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Figure 9.1. This woodcut from a legal handbook (ca. 1500) shows the
various punishments monarchs inflicted on criminals. Top row: cutting off
an ear, preparation for dunking, disembowelment, burning alive at the
stake, eye gouging, hanging. Bottom row: flaying, beheading, breaking
with the wheel, cutting off a hand. (University of Pennsylvania)

The encouragement of innovation and the increase in wealth after the Black
Death made medieval economic methods obsolete. The guild’s hierarchical, regulated structure stifled progress, as measured by the creation of new forms of business. By definition, the guild promoted one kind of industry and opposed others.
The masters who ran guilds increasingly seemed to want only to hold on to their
power rather than seek improvements. While guilds had served to help medieval
towns thrive, they were too inflexible to adapt to capitalism’s drive for change.
The Commercial Revolution put in place more modern economic methods.
Replacing the guild as the important structure for business was the partnership or
firm. Usually this involved a family or several families pooling their resources to
provide capital. As a business evolved, different members or alliances might come
and go, which also encouraged creativity.
In the fourteenth century, families began to establish banks, the premier capitalist institution. The new banks evolved from benches of money changers into
organizations that housed money and earned profits through finance. While bankers paid interest to attract depositors, the collection and safeguarding of deposits
was merely a means to accumulate capital. Bankers invested assets as loans. A system of banks also allowed money to flow more easily from one part of Europe to
another without actually lugging around boxes of gold bars and bags of silver coins.
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Instead, banks issued bills of exchange, the forerunner of the modern check (the
idea probably borrowed from Muslim trading partners). Commencing in Italy, bank
branches sprang up in cities all over Europe.
This rise of finance as a major economic activity required some religious reform.
Up to this time, most moneylending in the medieval West had been carried out by
Jews, since Christians interpreted their own scriptures as declaring that making
profit from money was sinful usury. But if both the borrower and the lender
profited from each other, Christians rationalized that it was no sin. By the close of
the Middle Ages, more materialistic church leaders had redefined the sin of usury
to allow more lending so that they, too, could borrow to finance palaces and church
building.
To keep track of all this wealth, money counters invented double-entry bookkeeping. Since ancient times, businesses had simply entered a running tally of
incomes and expenses in paragraph form, if they kept records at all. This new
method, much like any modern checkbook or bank statement, arranged the moneys
into two columns, which could be easily added or subtracted; a third column
tracked the running sum of overall credit or debt. Instead of Roman numerals of
letters (I, V, X, L, etc.), the math was more easily done with “Arabic” numbers,
which Muslims had borrowed from Hindus. Thus a merchant could better account
for how much the business had on reserve or owed.
As in most economic revolutions, benefits and costs distributed themselves
unevenly among varied social groups. People still earned wealth through agriculture, commerce, and manufacturing, but finance began its rise to predominance.
As happens so often, the rich became richer while the poor became poorer. Women
were encouraged to work, although in lower-status jobs at lower wages than men
were paid for the same work. Women workers’ low cost and the ease with which
they could be fired helped businesses maintain their profit levels. A growing class
of menial laborers piled up at the bottom of the social scale as well-paid family
artisans lost out to cheap labor. The wealthiest merchants began to merge with the
nobility, becoming indistinguishable from them in their manner of living except for
titles and family trees of noble ancestors. As a whole, though, the overall affluence
and standard of living in Western society rose.
Princes who took advantage of this economic boom became the monarchs of
the late Middle Ages and early modern times. The practice of public debt, allowed
by the new banking system, financed their expansion of power. Before capitalism, a
prince’s debts were considered his own—he had to finance them from his dynastic
revenues. Although a prince’s incomes were often quite substantial, they were limited by agricultural production and a few taxes on trade. The new idea of public
debt meant that bankers could finance loans to the princes, and then all of the
prince’s subjects had to pay the loans off through taxes and customs duties on
imports and exports. Throughout history, governments have raised taxes and piled
on debt as much as they could get away with. Bankers usually supported this growing debt since they made a profit off the loans. Sometimes, a prince’s debts grew too
large, and through bankruptcy he defaulted on his debts. Then capital disappeared,
followed by business failures and unemployment. More often, however, governments settled up their loans with interest, the bankers got their profits, and the
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princes became more powerful while the common people paid the price. A prince
might also try to raise revenues by plundering a neighboring country, but that was
shortsighted. Best was to annex another province, help it prosper, and tax it.
Such control over territories caused the Hundred Years War (1338–1453)
between France and England. King Edward of England’s Plantagenet dynasty
wanted to protect some independence for Flanders (for wool) and preserve what
few English territories remained in the southwest of France (for wine). The latter
region, called Guyenne, was the last remaining French province of Henry II’s
empire (most of which his son John had lost in the thirteenth century). The kings
of France wanted both Guyenne and Flanders for their own. A French dynastic crisis
provided King Edward a pretext for war. King Philip IV “the Fair” had died in 1314,
leaving three young sons. Within a few years, they had also died without leaving
any male heirs in the Capetian dynasty—a situation France had not faced for more
than three hundred years. The French aristocracy, without too much fighting,
decided on Philip’s grandnephew, who succeeded as King Philip VI, the first king
of the Valois dynasty (1328–1589). Meanwhile, however, Edward of England
claimed the throne of France as a grandson of Philip IV (although through Philip’s
daughter).
As the name implies, the Hundred Years War took generations to grind its way
toward a conclusion. Along the way, war and politics changed decisively from
medieval to modern. When the war began, knights still reigned supreme on the
battlefield, as they had for centuries. Over time, however, weapon makers had concocted better ways of killing knights and of protecting them. They had also devised
new ways to storm castles, while architects planned better ways to defend them. At
the time of the Norman Conquest in 1066, knights wore chain mail (heavy coats of
linked iron rings). By the middle of the Hundred Years War, jointed plate armor
enveloped knights from head to toe. Castles in the eleventh century had been simple wooden forts on hills. By the fourteenth century, they had become elaborate
stone fortresses with massive towers and high walls built in concentric circles and
surrounded by deep ditches.
England perfected the use of two medieval weapons in its wars with its immediate neighbors. By the fifteenth century, the English had conquered the Welsh but
continued to fight off and on in the north against the Scots. These border wars
changed English military technology and tactics. The English adopted a unique
weapon, the longbow. Originally used by the Welsh, the longbow was as tall as a
man and required long training and practice to pull. It could pierce armor at four
hundred paces and be reloaded more quickly than its only competitor, the crossbow. English skills with the longbow were so important that in 1349 the king
banned all sports other than archery. English knights had also learned from fighting
the Scottish William Wallace and Robert the Bruce to dismount from vulnerable
horses and defend themselves and their archers with pikes, long spears of two or
three times a man’s height. Thus, foot soldiers once more returned as a powerful
force on the battlefield, as had been the Greek/Macedonian phalanx.
During the Hundred Years War, the English raided France, devastating the countryside. French knights who tried to stop the raids took a while to realize that they
no longer dominated combat. The English archers and dismounted knights
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wreaked havoc on French armored cavalry in three mighty battles: Crécy (1346),
Poitiers (1356), and Agincourt (1415). Each battle turned the tide for the English
and nearly led to the destruction of the French monarchy and kingdom. In the
Treaty of Troyes (1420), King Henry V of England forced the French king to skip
over the legitimate royal heir, holding the title of “Dauphin,” and instead grant the
succession to the future child of Henry V and his French princess-bride.
Henry’s sudden death, however, saved the French. He left an infant heir, Henry
VI (r. 1422–1461)—always a precarious situation, as family and others fought over
guardianship. The English advantage might still have prevailed over the divided and
demoralized French, but then the unique Joan of Arc (b. 1412–d. 1431) arrived to
save the French kingdom. This lowborn teenager believed that the voices of saints
and angels told her to help the uncrowned French prince, the Dauphin Charles. In
1429, Charles put her in shining armor at the head of a French army, which she
“miraculously” led to victories over the English. Shortly after the Dauphin gained
his crown as King Charles VII (r. 1429–1461), Joan was captured in battle. The
French did nothing to rescue Joan, while the English put her on trial as a heretic.
The crime of wearing men’s clothing doomed her, because it meant she defied the
authority of the church to control her. The English burned her alive at the stake
and scattered her ashes.
Meanwhile, Charles VII cleverly used the ongoing English occupation of northern France to extort power from the French nobles and townspeople. In 1438, the
Estates-General gave him the right to regularly collect taxes, such as those on salt
or hearths. Everyone paid the salt tax, while the rich paid more of the hearth tax
since their larger homes had more fireplaces. These revenues enabled Charles VII
to raise a national, professional army paid by the government rather than one composed of feudal vassals, or hired mercenaries. Such a force had not fought in Europe
since the time of the Roman legions. He also invested in the new-to-Europe technology of gunpowder, which had found its way from China by the fourteenth century.
Charles VII’s armies shot guns to punch holes in knights’ armor and fired cannons
to pound castles to rubble. The French finally drove the English back across the
Channel.
The English did not cope well with this defeat. They did become more English,
as the elites stopped speaking French, their language of choice since the Norman
invasion. Their government, though, briefly spun out of control. When Henry VI
turned out to be mentally unbalanced, factions formed to control him. These
opposing groups eventually came to blows in civil wars called the Wars of the
Roses (1455–1487). During these, one aristocratic alliance (Lancaster) lost to
another (York), which in turn lost to a third (Tudor) in 1485. King Henry VII
(r. 1485–1509) of the new Tudor dynasty (1485–1603) provided England with a
strong monarchy, exploiting the desire of the English to return to political stability
in alliance with the English Parliament. In Parliament’s House of Commons, Henry
bonded the English monarchy with the English middle class. The Tudor kings working with Parliament gave England a strong and flexible government, able to adapt
to changing times.
While English and French kings reaffirmed their ascendance, the Holy Roman
emperors slipped even further into impotence. Since the end of the Staufen dynasty
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in 1256, powerful dynasties had fought over who would succeed as Roman king
and emperor, officially chosen by seven electoral princes. The Golden Bull of 1356
established an elective monarchy for the empire. This law strengthened the territorial princes, leaving the Holy Roman emperors more as figureheads than authoritarian rulers. The election of King Frederick III in 1438 offered some stability, although
no one realized it at the time. His Habsburg dynasty (1438–1918) monopolized
the royal and imperial title, with the briefest of interruptions, until the Holy Roman
Empire’s end in 1806.
Realistically, the Habsburgs’ power and interests lay with their own dynastic
lands: Austria and its neighbors. Effective rule of the rest of the empire remained
beyond their grasp. Frederick’s son and successor Maximilian (r. 1486–1519) found
too little success in wars to expand imperial domination. The spiritual and secular
princes, nobility, and free cities even set up a Diet (Reichstag), the German equivalent of Parliament or the Estates-General. Although the imperial office remained
weak, marriages arranged for and by Maximilian added numerous territories to
the Habsburg dynasty’s possessions. His own first marriage brought him parts of
Burgundy and the Lowlands after his father-in-law Duke Charles “the Rash” of Burgundy died in battle with the Swiss. Marriages of his children and grandchildren
added Bohemia, Hungary, and even Spain. It was said of his dynasty, “Let others
wage war for a throne—you, happy Austria, marry.”
Looming on Maximilian’s Hungarian border, the Ottoman Turkish Empire
threatened to unsettle the self-satisfied princes of Christendom. The Seljuk Turks
had weakened Byzantium in the eleventh century, leading to the crusades for the
Holy Land. By the late thirteenth century, attacks from the Mongols and others had
weakened Seljuk rule. The new Ottoman dynasty revived Turkish power. The
dynasty (as well as plush, round footstools) was named after its founder, Osman or
Othman (d. 1324), who started as one more bey, or leader among many Turks in
Asia Minor. He and his troops served at first as mercenaries, called into Europe by
Byzantine Greeks as they fought with each other and with Serbians, Bulgarians,
Genoese, Venetians, and Latin Crusaders in Greece. The Byzantine Empire had
ceased to be innovative. Its armies could not defend its shrinking territory, whose
tax base was needed to pay for the large imperial bureaucracy.
A decisive moment came in 1354, when the Ottomans seized a permanent base
in Gallipoli on the Dardanelles, south of Constantinople, in Europe. From there,
Ottoman armies with ghazi (religious warriors) expanded in two directions, into
southeastern Europe and across Asia Minor. The Ottomans soon took the title of
sultans, given to powerful Muslim rulers second in rank only to the caliphs. They
aspired to be caliphs themselves.
Southeastern Europe fell under the rule of Turkish Muslims. One conquest was
the dual province Bosnia-Herzegovina, where the Bogomils had built up a heretical
kingdom united by the dualistic religion of Catharism. Once the Turks had taken
Bosnia-Herzegovina, many of the Slavs there converted to Islam. Next the Turks
crushed the Serbian kingdom at the Battle of Kosovo Polje (28 June 1389), a site
also called the Field of the Blackbirds (after the winged scavengers who fed on the
innumerable corpses of Christian warriors). Most of the divided Bulgarian Empire
quickly collapsed. A crusading army with troops from western Europe actually tried
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to confront the Ottoman danger. The Turks slaughtered those crusaders at Nicopolis in Bulgaria (1396), the fleeing Christian knights cutting off the fashionably
long tips of their shoes in order to run away more quickly.
The few remaining unconquered Byzantine territories gained a respite when
the Ottomans were attacked by the great conqueror Tamerlane, or Timur “the
Lame,” of Samarkand in central Asia (b. 1336–d. 1405). His reputation for slaughter
surpassed that of the Huns or the Mongols. Timur’s defeat of the Ottoman armies
in 1402 almost ended the dynasty. Three years later, however, Timur was dead, and
his empire crumbled.
The Ottoman Empire reconsolidated and expanded. Jews, Orthodox Christians,
Muslims, Greeks, Turks, Slavs, Arabs, and Armenians were organized into efficient
groups that provided troops and taxes. The Ottomans organized interconnected
bureaucracies to manage the diverse peoples and widespread territories. The Ottoman armies also relied on young Christian boys taken from the conquered lands
and trained to be expert warriors called janissaries. The Ottoman sultans finally
assumed the ancient title of caliph, the religious and political leader of all (Sunni)
Muslims. After crushing another crusading army at Varna on the Black Sea in 1444,
the Turks besieged Constantinople, the last remnant of the once-mighty Roman
Empire. The massive cannons of Mohammed or Mehmet II “the Conqueror” (r.
1451–1481) shelled the city for weeks. Defeat was only a matter of time as the walls
became rubble. A Byzantine soldier who forgot to close a door through the walls,
though, opened the way to a speedy defeat. The last Byzantine emperor died among
his troops, defending the once-impregnable walls. Thus fell the Byzantine or
Roman Empire, once and for all, in 1453.
Mehmet II made Constantinople his new imperial capital, which came to be
called Istanbul (from the Greek for “to the City”). He rebuilt and repopulated it
(although no one told the Turks about the many underground cisterns that had
been used to supply the city with water since Roman times). The Ottomans conquered diverse peoples in the Middle East and North Africa. In 1526, the Turks then
seized much of Hungary from the Austrian Habsburgs. The Ottomans were then
ready to advance into the Holy Roman Empire itself and perhaps from there conquer all of Christendom.
By 1600, the Ottomans were equal in power, wealth, and creativity to any of
the Europeans (see figure 9.2). Their empire proved its success by conquering huge
swathes of territory in the Middle East and North Africa. On the one hand, they
allowed people to keep their ethnic identities while welcoming conversions to
Islam or becoming more ethnically Turkish. On the other hand, they sometimes
exploited ethnic conflicts to maintain their rule, encouraging minorities to dislike
one another rather than their masters. Either way, the Ottoman Empire provided a
powerful rival to the West.
The victories of the Ottomans ended any medieval dream of a united Christendom. Meager attempts by crusaders to help the Byzantine Empire and other
Balkan Christians failed miserably. Western popes and princes worked against one
another rather than against the common enemy. The various monarchs were looking out for their own narrow dynastic interests first. Western civilization remained
in the hands of diverse petty and grand states of Europe.
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Figure 9.2. The Blue Mosque dominating the skyline of Istanbul reflects
the glory of the Ottoman Empire around 1600.

Once the notion of a universal Christendom was gone, so was a key component
of what had defined the Middle Ages. No one precise moment, event, or battle
marks the transition when medieval became modern history. Today, some historians even argue that medieval times lingered into the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Transformations in thought and belief, however, further turned the West
away from the medieval construct of priests, knights, and peasants. Indeed, Western
civilization was becoming the most powerful society in world history.
Review: How did late medieval monarchs concentrate still more power?
Response:

MAN AS THE MEASURE
Cities in the Italian Peninsula led the way in ending the Middle Ages. Rich cities in
the northern half had been prizes for foreign powers such as German kings and
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emperors ever since Pippin “the Short” and Otto “the Great.” The economic revival
of the High Middle Ages allowed cities founded by the Romans, such as Genoa,
Pisa, and Venice, to expand and flourish once more. They prospered from trade
and finance, persevered through politics and warfare, and won independence from
both German emperors and Roman popes. They interacted with Byzantines, Turks,
Arabs, and even Mongols.
Self-government was difficult, however. Strained by economic change, citizens
easily fought among themselves over control of elections and laws. Class warfare
between the wealthy merchants, prosperous artisans, and the poor strained the
peace of the towns. In desperation for some order, tyrants known as despots seized
power in many Italian towns during the later Middle Ages. These despots started as
local nobles, merchants, or even mercenaries (called condottieri in Italian). Since
these dictators removed at least one source of strife—namely, the struggle for
leadership—the citizens often tolerated them, just as had happened in ancient
Greece and Rome. Some despots managed to establish dynasties. Thus, these new
Italian princes often cut short the towns’ initial experiments in democratic, republican government.
A successful despot might provoke war across the Italian Peninsula, seeking for
his city-state to dominate others. Ambitious princes began to conquer their neighboring towns, urged on by merchants wanting to eliminate competitors. The Peace
of Lodi in 1454, however, granted the entire peninsula a brief respite. For the next
four decades, the five great powers upheld a fragile peace. In the south, the Kingdom of Naples was the largest in area, but it was weakened by struggles over the
throne between the foreign houses of Anjou (from France) and Aragon (from the
Iberian Peninsula). In the center of the Italian Peninsula, the Papal States were
bound loosely under the authority of the pope. Just north of Rome, in Tuscany,
Florence dominated all its immediate neighbors (see figure 9.3). In the northwest,

Figure 9.3. The Renaissance dome of Florence’s medieval cathedral rises
above the rest of the city.
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Milan ruled the plains of Lombardy. Finally, in the northeast, the maritime power of
Venice put down a strong foothold on the mainland, adding to its other possessions
stretching along the eastern coast of the Adriatic and into the Aegean Sea. Venice’s
unique government was an oligarchy of the most powerful merchants, who dominated their elected ruler, called the doge.
This balance of power in the Italian Peninsula ended in 1494, when the French
king Charles VIII as heir of Anjou invaded to claim the Kingdom of Naples. Charles’s
invasion sparked decades of war throughout the peninsula (and spread a new, nasty
form of the sexually transmitted disease syphilis, which may have come from the
Americas, although it was commonly called the “French” disease). Wars proliferated
while French kings, German emperors, Spanish monarchs, and Italian despots
fought for supremacy. In the midst of these wars, over several generations, European culture left the Middle Ages and entered the early modern period of history.
The cultural shift called the Renaissance (ca. 1400–1600) also helped push
Europe into modernity. The Renaissance started in Florence. While figuring out
how best to succeed in their political challenges, the Florentines sought inspiration
from the Greeks and Romans of ages past. They could afford spending the time and
money to revive humanism from classical antiquity because of the wealth generated
from their new capitalist banks. At first, humanism had merely meant an interest in
“humane letters” or the reading of classical writers. Inspired by the poet Petrarch (b.
1304–d. 1374), intellectuals had begun to scour old monastic libraries for ancient
manuscripts. They edited what they found, creating the intellectual tool of textual
criticism—comparing different versions of an author’s writings found in manuscripts written by hand at different times in different places in order to recover the
best, most accurate text. One famous example is Lorenzo Valla’s discourse disproving in 1444 the so-called Donation of Constantine. To the disgruntlement of the
church, Valla demonstrated that the document allegedly recording the Roman
emperor’s gift of secular power to the papacy was a forgery.
Emphasis on the Latin literature of Rome soon led these humanists to appreciate the importance of the Greek language and literature. During the Middle Ages,
knowledge of Greek had been virtually lost. The phrase “It’s all Greek to me” came
about because medieval readers could not decipher passages of Greek quoted by
ancient Roman writers. Drawing on help from scholars fleeing the collapsing Byzantine Empire, the Western curriculum expanded to include the literature of ancient
Greece. While today literature in the vernacular (that spoken by the common people), like the Italian poetry of Petrarch, is more highly valued, the ancient classics
in “dead” Greek and Latin were the focus of Renaissance intellectuals.
Florence’s Medici family played a key role in supporting this intellectual revival
after they took over that city’s leadership. They had risen to power in local government financed by their family banking business. Over time, the Medicis survived
urban rebellions, assassination plots, invasions, and banishment to found their own
aristocratic dynasty. Along the way, they aspired to be patrons of the arts, those who
fostered creative interaction with Greece and Rome.
On an intellectual level, Renaissance Neoplatonic philosophers reinterpreted
the ideas of Plato. On a visual level, artists drew inspiration from styles of classical
art and created the new painting, architecture, and sculpture of Renaissance art.
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Artists such as Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Raphael pioneered a new
naturalism in painting and sculpture that emphasized a realistic view of the world
and the human body (see figure 9.4). The one error they made was assuming the
ancients left their marble statues unpainted and white. As a result the polychromy
so popular in medieval sculpture vanished. On a literary level, intellectuals eagerly
sought and read authors from classical antiquity.
One such intellectual was Niccolò Machiavelli. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Machiavelli had himself been tortured and exiled from Florence for

Figure 9.4. In this selection from the fresco of the School of Athens in
the Vatican, Raphael portrays Leonardo da Vinci as Plato in the center left
and Michelangelo as the architect leaning on the block in the foreground.
The majestic setting and the many other great thinkers from classical
antiquity reflect the Renaissance fascination with Greece and Rome. (Art
Resource)
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supporting the wrong political faction. In those times, suspicion of disloyalty to
rulers meant having one’s arms jerked out of the sockets on a torture device called
the strappado, a modified pulley. During his exile from the city, Machiavelli consoled himself every night by reading ancient writers of Greece and Rome. Inspired
by them (and to win the favor of the Medici), he wrote The Prince (1513). This
book combined examples of classical antiquity and contemporary politics. It offered
advice on how a prince should hold on to power in an occupied territory, suggesting that a ruler’s primary goal ought not to be virtue, as political writers had been
propounding through the Middle Ages. Instead, a prince was to wield power, using
force and fear, lying or largesse, as long as he did not become hated. Many readers
claimed to be shocked by this “Machiavellian” advice for amoral political behavior
freed from the constraints of Christian morality. In secret, though, most princes
and politicians have admired how Machiavelli accurately described brutal power
politics. He aimed to end the diversity of Italian principalities by uniting them under
one powerful prince. All his practical suggestions were grounded in his humanist
scholarship of antiquity.
A major boost to the humanist scholarly enterprise was the invention of the
printing press in Germany around 1450. Using a few hundred molded pieces of
movable type, any sheet of text could be reproduced much more cheaply, easily,
and quickly than the laboriously handwritten page of every single book in Europe
up to that moment.1 The multiplication of books further encouraged the expansion
of literacy, since more publications gave more people more writing to read.
This flood of printed materials also helped spur a change in education, giving
rise to new kinds of schools. The sons of nobles and wealthy townspeople, after
getting an education in a primary or “grammar” school, then attended secondary
schools. These advanced institutions went beyond the primary education of reading, writing, and arithmetic, but not so far as the serious scholarly study offered by
the “higher education” of colleges and universities. In these secondary schools (the
forerunners of American high schools), students further refined their knowledge of
the classical curriculum of the liberal arts. Through reading ancient Latin and Greek
authors, a student was supposed to learn how to be worthy of liberty. The wellrounded gentleman, an individual fit in mind and body, became the Renaissance
ideal.
Compared to that of men, the place of women, genteel or not, remained much
more restricted. Ladies were to be respected, but few opportunities opened for
their advancement. Lack of access to schools and the inability to control property
remained the norm. Only a rare individual like Christine de Pisan (b. 1363–d. ca.
1430) could make her living from writing. Widowed and with children to support,
Christine managed to market her books on history, manners, and poetry to rich
male patrons in France and England. She remained an isolated example of the
successful woman, unfairly forgotten soon after her death. Society still measured
1. Printing with woodblocks, and even movable type made of wood, clay, or bronze, began
centuries earlier in China and Korea. The thousands of ideograms necessary for printing limited
the usefulness of the technology compared to the flexibility and cost saving offered by Western
alphabets, which only had a few dozen letters.
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success by a man’s achieving his material best, crafting for himself a place of honor
in this world. The “Woman Question” began to be asked, although the usual answer
was that women remained inferior to men.
Perhaps the greatest writer of the Renaissance, if not of all time, was the English
actor, poet, and playwright William Shakespeare (b. 1564–d. 1616). The subjects
of his plays ranged over histories (such as Henry IV and Henry V), comedies (such
as Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night’s Dream), and tragedies (such as Hamlet
and Macbeth). His writing captures in poetry and action a sense of universal human
drama and character, drawing heavily on the classics. During his lifetime, acting
companies built the first public theaters since classical antiquity, including his
Globe Theater in London. Theaters soon appeared in European cities, where actors
revived plays from ancient writers, adapted to new audiences.
With all this focus on success in the world, the humble path of Christ seemed
somehow less attractive. Yet, as Renaissance ideas spread from Italy to northern
Europe, many scholars in England, the Lowlands, and Germany did bend humanism to a more Christian view. This Christian humanism still emphasized the classics, using one’s critical mind, and taking action in the world, but it added an
interest in the writings of the Christian faith. Thus, along with Latin and Greek,
Christian humanists learned Hebrew in order to read both the Old Testament in its
original language and the writings of rabbi commentators.
The most famous Christian humanist was Erasmus (b. 1466–d. 1536). He
sought to promote the best, most pure form of Christianity as he understood it
from his reading in the New Testament and the writings of the early church fathers.
His humanist outlook gave him a mocking attitude to authority. In his Praise of
Folly (1509), Erasmus satirized all the problems of his contemporaries, especially
the hypocrisies and failures of the Western Latin Church. Questioning authority
became an important intellectual tradition, although authorities have never taken
kindly to it.
Although Renaissance humanists encouraged a more critical look at the world,
Erasmus and many of his contemporaries credulously accepted and promoted dangerous changes in beliefs about witches and witchcraft (see Primary Source Project
9). Historians have yet to fully understand how and why the fear of witchcraft began
during the Renaissance. Prior to 1400, the usual position of the church had been
that witches did not exist. The church taught that anyone claiming to be a witch
was a dupe of the devil, and any supposed magic spells were meaningless deceptions. After 1400, however, many western church authorities changed their opinions to say that a real conspiracy of witches existed, organized by the devil as a vital
threat to Christian society. Actually, no reliable evidence remains that any such
organized plot existed or that any magic spells have ever succeeded against anyone.
Regardless, many ecclesiastical and secular leaders began the witch hunts
(1400–1800), actively seeking out suspected witches, torturing them into confessing impossible crimes, and then executing them. Like the ancient Roman persecution of Christians, the hunts were sporadic, intermittent, and geographically
scattered: worst in the Holy Roman Empire; moderate in France, Scotland, and
England; and rare in the rest of Europe. Nevertheless, tens of thousands died, with
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more untold numbers submitting to false accusations, having loved ones persecuted, or suffering from pervasive fear. Authorities most often accused older
women living on the margins of society, yet also younger women, men, and even
children fell victim to suspicions.
These witch hunts ended once leaders no longer believed in the reality of diabolic magic. Fewer bouts of bad weather, the rising power of the state, improving
economies, and more rational attitudes promoted by the Renaissance, the Scientific
Revolution, and the Enlightenment (see below and chapter 11) all contributed. By
the eighteenth century, most leaders, both religious and political, had once more
come to the sensible view that witches and witchcraft were imaginary and no threat.
The witch hunts reveal a tension between secular and religious values. The Renaissance encouraged humanist values of questioning settled religious dogma.
While scholars studied the classics and certain magistrates hunted witches, religious leaders began to rethink the accepted tenets of medieval faith. The new, more
worldly emphasis of humanism deviated from the basics of medieval Christianity.
Humanism prioritized this world; Christianity, the next. Most people in Christendom still found meaning and purpose in their faith. The ongoing need of many
people for religious certainty soon broke the unified religious system of the Middle
Ages. Just as westerners accepted and fought for separate political states, they
embraced and died for divided religious sects.
Review: How did the Renaissance promote the West’s transition into modernity?
Response:

PRIMARY SOURCE PROJECT 9: WITCH HUNTER VERSUS
CONFESSOR ABOUT BELIEF IN WITCHES
The age of the Renaissance and Scientific Revolution was also the time of the witch
hunts. In the first source, an ecclesiastical official involved in hunting describes
how far persecutions had gone in a German princedom. In contrast, a priest who
heard the last confessions of people condemned for witchcraft came to a very
different conclusion. In his book titled in Latin Cautio Criminalis (Warning about
Criminal Procedure), Friedrich Spee harshly criticizes the process and belief system. While he had to publish his book anonymously out of fear of retribution, his
arguments soon helped stop the hunts.
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Source 1: “Report on Witch-Hunts” by the Chancellor of the
Prince-Bishop of Würzburg (1629)
As to the affair of the witches, which Your Grace thinks brought to an end before
this, it has started up afresh, and no words can do justice to it. Ah, the woe and the
misery of it—there are still four hundred in the city, high and low, of every rank
and sex, nay, even clerics, so strongly accused that they may be arrested at any hour.
It is true that, of the people of my Gracious Prince here, some out of all offices and
faculties must be executed: clerics, electoral councilors and doctors, city officials,
court assessors, several of whom Your Grace knows.
There are law students to be arrested. The Prince-Bishop has over forty students
who are soon to be pastors; among them thirteen or fourteen are said to be witches.
A few days ago a Dean was arrested; two others who were summoned have fled.
The notary of our Church consistory, a very learned man, was yesterday arrested
and put to the torture. In a word, a third part of the city is surely involved. The
richest, most attractive, most prominent, of the clergy are already executed. A week
ago a maiden of nineteen was executed, of whom it is everywhere said that she was
the fairest in the whole city, and was held by everybody a girl of singular modesty
and purity. She will be followed by seven or eight others of the best and most
attractive persons. . . . And thus many are put to death for renouncing God and
being at the witch-dances, against whom nobody has ever else spoken a word.
To conclude this wretched matter, there are children of three and four years, to
the number of three hundred, who are said to have had intercourse with the Devil.
I have seen put to death children of seven, promising students of ten, twelve, fourteen, and fifteen. Of the nobles—but I cannot and must not write more of this
misery. There are persons of yet higher rank, whom you know, and would marvel
to hear of, nay, would scarcely believe it; let justice be done. . . .
P.S.—Though there are many wonderful and terrible things happening, it is
beyond doubt that, at a place called the Fraw-Rengberg, the Devil in person, with
eight thousand of his followers, held an assembly and celebrated mass before them
all, administering to his audience (that is, the witches) turnip-rinds and parings in
place of the Holy Eucharist.
There took place not only foul but most horrible and hideous blasphemies,
whereof I shudder to write. It is also true that they all vowed not to be enrolled in
the Book of Life, but all agreed to be inscribed by a notary who is well known to
me and my colleagues. We hope, too, that the book in which they are enrolled will
yet be found, and there is no little search being made for it.

Source 2: Selection from Cautio Criminalis by Friedrich Spee
(1631)
1. Incredible among us Germans and especially (I blush to say it) among Catholics are the popular superstition, envy, libels, calumnies, insinuations, and the like,
which, being neither punished by the magistrates nor refuted by the pulpit, first stir
up suspicion of witchcraft. All the divine judgments which God has threatened in
Holy Writ are now ascribed to witches. No longer does God or nature do anything,
but witches everything.
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2. Hence it comes that all at once everybody is clamoring that the magistrates
proceed against the witches—those witches whom only their own clamor has made
seem so many.
3. Princes, therefore, bid their judges and counselors to begin proceedings
against the witches.
4. These at first do not know where to begin, since they have no testimony or
proofs, and since their conscience clearly tells them that they ought not to proceed
in this rashly. . . .
7. At last, therefore, the Judges yield to their wishes, and in some way contrive
at length a starting-point for the trials. . . .
10. And yet, lest it appear that [Gaia, a name for the accused] is indicted on
the basis of rumor alone, without other proofs, as the phrase goes, lo a certain
presumption is at once obtained against her by posing the following dilemma:
Either Gaia has led a bad and improper life, or she has led a good proper one. If a
bad one, then, say they, the proof is cogent against her; for from malice to malice
the presumption is strong. If, however, she has led a good one, this also is none
the less a proof; for thus, they say, are witches wont to cloak themselves and try to
seem especially proper.
11. Therefore it is ordered that Gaia be haled away to prison. And lo now a
new proof is gained against her by this other dilemma: Either she then shows fear
or she does not show it. If she does show it (hearing forsooth of the grievous
tortures wont to be used in this matter), this is of itself a proof; for conscience, they
say, accuses her. If she does not show it (trusting forsooth in her innocence), this
too is a proof; for it is most characteristic of witches, they say, to pretend themselves
peculiarly innocent and wear a bold front.
12. Lest, however, further proofs against her should be lacking, the Commissioner has his own creatures, often depraved and notorious, who question into all
her past life. This, of course, cannot be done without coming upon some saying or
doing of hers which evil-minded men can easily twist or distort into ground for
suspicion of witchcraft.
If, too, there are any who have borne her ill will, these, having now a fine
opportunity to do her harm, bring against her such charges as it may please them
to devise; and on every side there is a clamor that the evidence is heavy against
her. . . .
14. And so, as soon as possible, she is hurried to the torture, if indeed she be
not subjected to it on the very day of her arrest, as often happens.
15. For in these trials there is granted to nobody an advocate or any means of
fair defense, for the cry is that the crime is an exceptional one, and whoever ventures to defend the prisoner is brought into suspicion of the crime—as are all those
who dare to utter a protest in these cases and to urge the judges to caution; for
they are forthwith dubbed patrons of the witches. Thus all mouths are closed and
all pens blunted, lest they speak or write. . . .
19. Before she is tortured, however, she is led aside by the executioner, and,
lest she may by magical means have fortified herself against pain, she is searched,
her whole body being shaved, although up to this time nothing of the sort was ever
found. . . .
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21. Then, when Gaia has thus been searched and shaved, she is tortured that
she may confess the truth, that is to say, that she may simply declare herself guilty;
for whatever else she may say will not be the truth and cannot be. . . .
24. Without any scruples, therefore, after this confession she is executed. Yet
she would have been executed, nevertheless, even though she had not confessed;
for, when once a beginning has been made with the torture, the die is already
cast—she cannot escape, she must die.
25. So, whether she confesses or does not confess, the result is the same. . . .
31. . . . It would be a disgrace to her examiners if when once arrested she
should thus go free. Guilty must she be, by fair means or foul, whom they have
once but thrown into bonds. . . .
37. Wherefore the judges themselves are obliged at last either to break off the
trials and so condemn their own work or else to burn their own folk, aye themselves
and everybody. For on all soon or late false accusations fall, and, if only followed
by the torture, all are proved guilty.
38. And so at last those are brought into question who at the outset most loudly
clamored for the constant feeding of the flames. For the fools rashly failed to foresee
that their turn, too, must inevitably come—and by a just verdict of Heaven, since
with their poisonous tongues they created us so many witches and sent so many
innocents to the flames. . . .
46. From all this there follows this result, worthy to be noted in red ink: that,
if only the trials be steadily pushed on with, there is nobody in our day, of whatsoever sex, fortune, rank, or dignity, who is safe, if he have but an enemy and slanderer to bring him into suspicion of witchcraft. . . .
Questions:
• How does each writer define the problem about witches?
• What specific details does each writer use to explain the problem with witches?
• How does each writer hope to solve the problem?
Responses:

Citations
“VII. The Witch-Persecution at Würzburg.” In Translations and Reprints from the
Original Sources of European History, vol. 3, The Witch Persecutions, edited by
George L. Burr. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1912, pp. 28–29.
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edited by George L. Burr. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1912,
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HEAVEN KNOWS
A religious revolution called the Reformation (1517–1648) fractured the medieval
unity of the Christian church in the West beyond recovery. The Reformation first
addressed the church’s role in the plan of salvation. Yet the Reformation also
reflected the ongoing political, economic, and social changes created by Europe’s
growing wealth and power. The calls for reform in the Western Latin Church had
been long and loud since the Great Western Schism had divided the papacy
between 1378 and 1417. With the concept of conciliarism crushed, calls for reform
went unheeded. The papacy’s long avoidance of reform made the Reformation
more divisive than it might have been.
Some believers still found comfort and hope in many of the rituals and practices
of the medieval church: sacraments (from baptism through the mass to final unction), pilgrimages and shrines, saints’ days, the daily office, hospices, and hospitals.
An increasingly popular mysticism (the idea that people could attain their own
direct experience of God) led some to question the value of a priestly hierarchy.
Religious women such as the recluse Julian of Norwich (d. 1416) or the wandering
housewife Margery Kempe (d. 1438) continued the practice of Hildegard of Bingen
by sharing vivid and novel visions of their interactions with God.
But the church’s worldly interventions also alienated many. Popes had not lived
down the scandals of the Avignon exile and the Great Western Schism. Even worse,
the Renaissance wars in Italy led many to consider the pope to be a typical petty
prince rather than a potent moral force and spiritual leader. Christendom watched
scandalized as the popes deepened their political rule over the Papal States in central Italy. Papal armies were commanded first by Cesare Borgia for his father, Pope
Alexander VI (r. 1492–1503), and later by a pope himself, Julius II (r. 1503–1513).
Popes played power politics and lived in pomp as princes. Thus, many Christians
gradually grew disillusioned with a papal monarchy. Rome seemed to represent the
obstacle to reform.
A successful call for reform rose in an obscure and unexpected place: the small
town of Wittenberg in the Holy Roman Empire. There, Martin Luther (b. 1483–d.
1546), the simple son of prosperous Saxon peasants, had risen to be a professor at
the university. Additionally, Luther dedicated himself to monastic discipline in a
house of Augustinian canons regular (sometimes called Austin Friars). Finally,
Luther served as the pastor of a local parish church.
As a pastor, Luther became increasingly disturbed when his poor parishioners
bought indulgences from traveling salesmen. Indulgences had originally developed out of the Western Latin Church’s sacramental system of penance. When one

................. 19249$

$CH9

12-18-18 09:21:21

PS

PAGE 229

230

CHAPTER 9

committed sin, the church taught, one had to do penance, such as some good deed,
prayers, or a pilgrimage. Toward the later Middle Ages, some clever clerics suggested that instead of having a penitent take the time and trouble for a complicated
and expensive pilgrimage to Rome, why not just have that person pay the comparable amount of cash instead? Consequently, the Western Latin Church gained money,
which it could use for anything it wished. Granted, the church did officially insist
that indulgences could not forgive sin unless the purchaser was truly contrite. Nevertheless, the sales pitch by indulgence sellers often overlooked that quibble.
Encouraged to buy these fill-in-the-blank forms, people believed that their sins (or
those of their dead friends or relatives) were instantly pardoned: a popular saying
went, “When the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”
In Luther’s home province of Saxony, the local prince-archbishop of Magdeburg
had authorized a vigorous sale of indulgences. The archbishop’s share of the profits
paid off his debts to the pope, who had suspended canon law so that the archbishop
could take possession of more than one prince-bishopric. The pope needed these
funds to help build the new Renaissance-style St. Peter’s Basilica on the Vatican Hill.
This new edifice, the largest church building the world had yet seen, designed
by the great artist Michelangelo, replaced the crumbling twelve-hundred-year-old
structure built under Constantine.
Ignorant of these back-door financial deals, Martin Luther nevertheless developed his own objections to indulgences. In his own studies of the faith, he began
to question the entire concept of indulgences within the plan of salvation. For
Luther, sin seemed so pervasive and powerful that he felt any normal means of
penance could not erase its stain on the soul. No matter how many good works he
undertook or how much he attended church, Luther worried that sin made him
unworthy to enter the perfection of heaven. In comparison, he felt like a lump of
manure. Luther broke through his dilemma with a revelation upon reading Romans
1:17: “The just shall live by faith.” He proposed that a person is assuredly saved, or
justified, simply by the belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. For
Luther, worship was to be a moment of faith, not a process of rituals and ceremonies. And if faith alone justified sinners, then the sacraments provided by the
ordained priestly hierarchy of the church were unnecessary. Hence, Luther’s declaration of “justification by faith alone” undermined the dominant position of the
chief priest, the pope, as an arbiter of salvation.
Luther offered his Ninety-Five Theses, or arguments, about his developing
theological point of view. According to tradition, he posted them on the door of
the Wittenberg church on 31 October 1517. Publishers printed these theses and
spread them with amazing rapidity across Christendom. Luther became the hero
and voice for those who wanted to reform the Western Latin Church.
The church hierarchy largely dismissed his ideas and sought to shut him up.
When the pope finally excommunicated Luther in June 1520, the defiant reformer
publicly burned the papal bull along with the books of the canon law, thus dismissing the entire structure of the church. The newly elected Holy Roman emperor
Charles V Habsburg (r. 1519–1556) then convened a Diet in the city of Worms to
consider the situation. At the 1521 Diet of Worms, Luther refused to recant, asserting his own understanding of scripture and reason and his own conscience. He

................. 19249$

$CH9

12-18-18 09:21:21

PS

PAGE 230

MAKING THE MODERN WORLD

231

held his position with the legendary words, “Here I stand; I can do no other.” The
emperor allowed Luther to leave the Diet, whereupon his supporters spirited him
away into hiding. Charles concluded the Diet by declaring Luther an outlaw and by
pledging to kill him in order to stamp out his heretical ideas.
Since Emperor Charles V ruled over the most wide-ranging empire in history
up to that time, such a threat carried weight. As the head of the Habsburg dynasty,
Charles V had inherited the lands of Austria and most of the lands of Burgundy
(including much of Flanders) from his grandfather, Emperor Maximilian. From his
mother he received Naples and Spain, which by this time also included much of the
New World (see below), and soon, possessions in Asia. The sun never set on Charles
V’s empire.
Surprisingly, this powerful emperor never concentrated enough power to crush
Luther and his allies. First, he was weaker in reality than on parchment. The office
of Holy Roman emperor had been wasting away during centuries of conflict with
the popes and the German princes. Second, Charles faced turmoil in the lands he
controlled as a dynast. Both Bohemia and Hungary opposed Habsburg rule. Even
some in Spain, although rich from its new colonial possessions, rebelled against
Charles’s authority. Third, King Francis I of France started a Habsburg-Valois dynastic conflict to weaken Charles’s hold on lands hemming in France from southwest
and east. Even though he enjoyed the title “Most Christian King,” Francis even
encouraged the Muslim sultan of the Ottoman Empire to conquer Charles’s ally
Hungary in 1526 and besiege the Austrian capital of Vienna in 1529.
Meanwhile, the former monk set up a new Christian denomination called
Lutheranism. While in hiding, Luther translated the Bible into simple German. In
doing so, he both set the style of modern German and promoted literacy. He simplified the worship ceremonials, emphasizing more preaching, prayer, and music.
Luther closed monasteries, ending monasticism in his church. That action complicated his personal life, however. A nun, Katherine von Bora, and several other nuns
were both inspired by Luther’s writings and disappointed with religious life. They
had escaped from their nunnery in fish barrels. Then Katherine complained to
Luther that since the single, celibate life of a monastic was no longer an option,
nuns needed to be married and have children. So he obliged her. He married Katherine and started a family. Other Lutheran priests and bishops soon married.
For some of the common people, though, Luther’s reforming efforts did not go
far enough. He reined in many reformers who had started to destroy all images and
fancy decorations in churches. The bourgeoisie had long wanted more asceticism
from the clergy (although the burghers themselves often spent their wealth on conspicuous consumption). Many German peasants seized on Luther’s rhetoric on the
defiance of authority and applied it to their social and political obligations. They
rebelled against their lords in 1525. As was typical of peasant revolts during the
later Middle Ages, the peasants killed a few hundred landlords; the nobles then
regrouped and avenged the deaths by hanging many thousands of rebels. Luther
disassociated himself from the peasants, calling them “thievish, murderous hordes.”
Ultimately, Luther relied on the power of Lutheran princes, both to protect him
and to help spread his message. Starting with Luther’s own Duke of Saxony, many
northern German princes and kings in Scandinavia welcomed the Lutheran Church.
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The new structures allowed them to act as popes in their own provinces. The rulers
took over the administration of the former Catholic Church property and lands for
themselves and had a strong hand in appointing the bishops and priests. The
Lutheran Church could devote itself to spiritual matters (which did not involve land
reform for peasants).
When the Habsburg Charles V tried to ban Lutheranism at a Diet in 1529,
Lutheran princes protested. From that event onward, Christians who are neither
Eastern Orthodox nor Roman Catholics have usually been called Protestants. Once
debate failed, the Protestants resorted to weapons, and wars of religion (1546–
1648) sporadically erupted through Europe. Charles never achieved the military
victory needed to crush Luther’s princely supporters. With the Treaty of Augsburg
in 1555, Charles V capitulated to the right of princes to maintain their Lutheran
churches. He resigned his throne the next year and died shortly thereafter.
Luther’s successful defiance of ecclesiastical and political authority raised a
question for Christianity: who had the authority to interpret and define faith? The
original, traditional answer had been the church councils. Such was still the position of the Orthodox churches in eastern Europe, although they had not held a
council since long before the Great Schism with the Western Latin Church in 1054.
That latter church had rejected conciliarism and instead granted the papacy a
monarchical authority to determine the faith.
In contrast, Luther relied solely on his own conscience, as guided by holy scripture. Yet how was his conscience necessarily better than anyone else’s? Could not
anyone claim to be guided by the Holy Spirit and use individual judgment to assert
doctrine? Such is what happened. Religious leaders formed new sects and denominations. Success in drawing followers validated divergent religious truths. Protestantism became a container for multiple Christian groups, each avowing to have
the one true interpretation of Christianity.
One variety of sectarians who enjoyed some success in the sixteenth century
were collectively known as Anabaptists (not directly related to later “Baptists”).
Anabaptism consisted of many different groups lumped together by enemies who
disagreed with their common refusal to accept infant baptism. For Anabaptists, only
mature adults ought to be baptized. These groups often drew their followers from
the lower classes, who rejected religious hierarchy and ecclesiastical wealth.
Both Lutherans and Catholics joined in exterminating most of these Anabaptists
through such traditional methods as torture and war. The most famous example
was the siege and destruction of Münster in 1535. There the allied Lutherans and
Catholics killed thousands of Anabaptists as they retook the city. The victors tortured the survivors, executed them, and then hung their remains on a church tower
in cages that remain there today. Only a few groups of Anabaptists survived, often
by fleeing to the New World, especially Pennsylvania, which was founded in the late
seventeenth century on a principle of tolerance. Their successors exist today in
such denominations as the Mennonites, Moravians, Hutterites, and the Amish or
Pennsylvania Dutch.
Various reform ideas soon spread from Germany to France, one of the most
powerful nations in Europe. The kings of the Valois dynasty had little need or interest in supporting any changes. The monarchy had already arranged the Concordat
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of 1516, which created a convenient royal co-dominion with the church in France.
The agreement authorized the French king to appoint most of the bishops, abbots,
and abbesses, while the pope got a large cut of the revenues.
One Frenchman, however, found himself more sympathetic to Luther’s reforms
than the structures of kings and bishops. Jean (or John) Calvin (b. 1509–d. 1564)
learned of Luther’s ideas in school. Inspired by them, he created his own new
religious framework, called Calvinism, which he solidified after being called to be
the leading preacher in Geneva, Switzerland. Geneva became the center of a theocracy, a government based on divine commands. While elected leaders still ran the
town council, they passed laws that tried to make the townspeople conform to
Calvin’s beliefs. From Geneva, Calvin then sent missionaries throughout Europe.
Calvin differed from Luther in two main ways. First, Calvinism focused on predestination or determinism: the belief that God determined in advance, for all of
time, who was saved and who was damned. Nothing any person did could influence
God’s preordained, omniscient decision. This idea went back to Augustine and had
a certain logic to it: if God knows everything, then he surely knows who is going to
heaven and who is going to hell. While some complained that this belief removed
free will, Calvinism called believers to choose to live the exemplary life of saints,
participating in baptism and the Lord’s Supper. In doing so, they hoped to re-create
heaven on earth.
A second difference in Calvinism was its democratic tendency; members of a
church were supposed to be involved in running it. The congregation itself
approved ministers or appointed the preacher instead of a distant pope or prince
from above. Calvinism expanded through much of the West under the title of
Reformed churches in the northern Lowlands (the Netherlands) and much of the
Rhineland. In France, Calvinists were called Huguenots. In Scotland they formed
Presbyterian churches, and in Wales, Congregationalist churches. In England and
its colonies, most Calvinists were labeled Puritans.
When Luther first called for reform, no one thought that the authority of the
pope could be overthrown by religious ideas. Yet Lutherans, Calvinists, small
groups of Anabaptists, and other sects successfully defied papal control. Papal
supremacy would suffer yet another loss before it reorganized and redefined itself.
Amid all this religious diversity, killing for reasons of faith continued.
Review: On what issues did the different Protestants carry out reforms?
Response:
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SOURCES ON FAMILIES: MARTIN LUTHER, TABLE TALK (1566)
While the great reformer Martin Luther preached and wrote about marriage and
family, he also talked about it informally with students and visitors around a
table in his residence. Many quotes from these informal conversations on a wide
variety of subjects were compiled by recorders over the years and eventually published as his Table Talk. The source presented here collects a variety of quotes. Of
his and Katherine, or Katie, von Bora’s six children together, Elizabeth died in
infancy; their other daughter, Magdalene, or Lena, is featured here at about two
years old and at her death at thirteen.
“My boy Hans is now entering his seventh year. Every seven years a person
changes; the first period is infancy, the second childhood. At fourteen they begin to
see the world and lay the foundations of education, at twenty-one the young men
seek marriage, at twenty-eight they are house-holders and patres-familias, at thirtyfive they are magistrates in church and state, until forty-two when they are kings.
After that the senses begin to decline. Thus every seven years brings a new condition in body and character, as has happened to me and to us all.” . . .
“To have peace and love in marriage is a gift, for a good woman deserves a good
husband. To have peace and love in marriage is a gift which is next to the knowledge
of the Gospel. There are heartless wretches who love neither their children nor
their wives; such beings are not human.”
“The greatest blessing is to have a wife to whom you may entrust your affairs
and by whom you may have children. Katie, you have a good husband who loves
you. Let another be empress, but you give thanks to God.”
“The faith and life of young children are the best because they have simply the
Word. We old fools have hell and hell-fire; we dispute concerning the Word, which
they accept with pure faith without question; and yet at the last we must hold
simply to the Word as they do. It is moreover a trick of the devil, that we are drawn
by our business affairs away from the Word in such a manner that we do not know
ourselves how it happens. There it is best to die young.”
To his infant child Luther said: “You are our Lord’s little fool. Grace and remission of sins are yours and you fear nothing from the law. Whatever you do is uncorrupted; you are in a state of grace and you have remission of sins, whatever
happens.”
Playing with his child, Magdalene, he asked her: “Little Lena, what will the Holy
Christ give you for Christmas?” and then he added: “The little children have such
fine thoughts about God, that he is in heaven and that he is their God and father:
for they do not philosophize about him.”
As Magdalene lay in the agony of death, her father fell down before the bed on
his knees and wept bitterly and prayed that God might free her. Then she departed
and fell asleep in her father’s arms. Her mother was also in the room but farther
from the bed because of her grief. As they laid her in the coffin he said: “Darling
Lena, it is well with you. You will rise and shine like a star, yea like the sun. . . . I
am happy in spirit but the flesh is sorrowful and will not be content; the departing
grieves me beyond measure. It is strange that she is certainly in peace and happy
and yet I so sorrowful. . . . I have sent a saint to heaven.”
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“We should care for our children, and especially for poor little girls. I do not
pity boys; they can support themselves in any place if they will only work, and if
they are lazy they are rascals. But the poor little race of girls must have a staff to
lean upon. A boy can go to school and become a fine man if he will. But a girl
cannot learn so much and may go to shame to get bread to eat.”
As his wife was still sorrowful and wept and cried aloud, he said to her: “Dear
Katie, think how it is with her, and how well off she is. But flesh is flesh and blood
blood and they do as their manner is: the spirit lives and is willing. Children doubt
not, but believe as we tell them: all is simple with them; they die without pain or
anguish or doubt or fear of death just as though they were falling asleep.” . . .
When one day Luther’s wife was upholding her authority pretty insistently he
said to her with feeling: “You may claim for yourself the control over affairs of the
house, saving nevertheless, my just rights. Female government has accomplished
no good since the world began. When God constituted Adam master of all creatures, they were safe and governed in the best way, but the intervention of woman
spoiled all: for that we have you women to thank, and therefore I am not willing to
endure your rule.”
Questions:
• What are the differences between males and females within families?
• How does faith serve the young and old?
• How does husband Luther interact with his wife Katherine?
Responses:

Citation
Luther, Martin. Conversations with Luther: Selections from recently published
sources of the Table Talk. Translated by Preserved Smith and Herbert Percival
Gallinger. Boston/New York/Chicago: The Pilgrim Press, 1915, pp. 42–55.
For more on this source, go to http://www.concisewesternciv.com/sources/sof9
.html.

FATAL BELIEFS
Although Calvinism gained popularity in England, the English Reformation
(1534–1559) originated uniquely due to matters of state. The reigning king, Henry
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VIII (r. 1509–1547), had strongly supported the views of the pope against Luther.
The pope had even awarded King Henry the title of “Defender of the Faith,” still
sported by English monarchs today. A higher priority for Henry, however, was the
security of the Tudor dynasty, for which he thought he needed a male heir. After
twenty years of marriage to Catherine of Aragon and six births, only one child had
survived, a daughter, Mary. Although a daughter could legally inherit the throne in
England, Henry believed, like most monarchs of his time, that he needed a son. So
he asked the pope to end his marriage, as many kings before and since have done.
Contrary to the common version of history, Henry did not want a divorce (the
breakup of a genuine marriage). He actually sought an annulment (the declaration
that a marriage never had existed). Catherine steadfastly resisted, backed up by her
nephew and Luther’s overlord, Emperor Charles V. Charles just happened to have
an army outside of Rome. Fearing the nearby Holy Roman emperor more than the
distant English king, the pope refused to support Henry’s annulment.
Still determined to father a legitimate male heir, Henry decided to break with
the pope. His Parliament declared him head of the Church of England, and his
bishops willingly annulled his first marriage and blessed his second with his courtier, Anne Boleyn. Although the pope excommunicated Henry and declared his new
marriage void, that little bothered the monarch or the great majority of the English
people. Both the king and many of his subjects had long disliked what they saw as
Roman interference in English affairs. Moreover, many of the members of Parliament profited nicely from the subsequent dissolution of the monasteries, whose
properties they bought up at bargain rates. Despite the schism, Henry remained
religiously conservative, so Calvinist and Lutheran ideas gained very little influence.
Unfortunately for Henry, he did not achieve his sought-after heir with his second wife, Anne Boleyn; she managed to give birth only to a healthy daughter, Elizabeth. To make way for a new wife, Henry had Anne executed on trumped-up
charges of adultery. The third wife, Jane Seymour, gave birth to his heir, Edward VI
(r. 1547–1553), but died soon after. Three more marriages followed. Henry had the
fourth marriage annulled and the fifth wife legitimately executed for adultery. His
sixth wife managed to outlive him. Despite this rather unseemly string of marriages,
most of the English people did not oppose their king. Henry had to chop off the
heads of relatively few who resisted his religious transformation.
A genuinely distinctive Church of England, or Anglicanism, grew after Henry’s
death. His son, King Edward VI, came to the throne as a child, and his advisors
began to push the Church of England further away from the Church of Rome. They
began to alter significantly the interpretations of the sacraments and methods of
worship to be more in line with simplifications introduced by Calvinist, Lutheran,
and other Protestant reformers from the Continent.
These policies abruptly reversed when the young Edward died after a reign of
only six years. A brief effort failed to put his cousin, the Protestant Lady Jane Grey,
on the throne. Henry’s daughter by his first marriage, Mary I (r. 1553–1558), won
the day. Her religious policy forced the English church back under the authority of
the pope. To do so, she persecuted clergy and laypeople, many of whom, surprisingly, were willing to die rather than go back to obedience to Rome. She burned
several hundred “heretics.” For these efforts the English have dubbed her “Bloody
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Mary.” Her disastrous marriage to her cousin King Philip II of Spain did not help,
either. Many English hated him as a Spaniard and a Roman Catholic, and he avoided
both the country and his wife. When she died without an heir, Henry’s daughter by
Anne Boleyn, Queen Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603), inherited the crown.
Elizabeth, who had managed to survive the changes of political and religious
policy, now faced a choice herself: should she maintain obedient to Rome or revive
the Church of England? In 1559, with the Act of Supremacy enacted in Parliament,
she chose the latter course. Henceforward, the English monarch occupied a ceremonial role as head of the Church of England. Anglicanism defined itself as Protestant while still Catholic, trying to maintain the best of both versions of Christianity.
The Book of Common Prayer (1549) laid out how worship was to be carried out,
but it said little of belief. One’s conscience was up to oneself—a fairly tolerant
attitude. Fortunately for Elizabeth, most English embraced her religious compromise.
In fact, Elizabeth became one of England’s greatest monarchs. The late sixteenth century saw a number of powerful and effective women on or behind the
thrones of Europe, provoking the Calvinist preacher John Knox in Scotland to rail
against such a “Monstrous Regiment of Women,” as he titled a pamphlet against
them. Although the others ruled fairly competently, Elizabeth outshone them all.
England flourished during her reign, culturally, economically, and politically.
Renaissance culture reached its high point with Shakespeare’s plays. Meanwhile,
the English navy began to help its countrymen explore and start to dominate the
rest of the world, taking the first steps toward founding the British Empire. It is
ironic that Henry VIII thought he needed a son, when Elizabeth was “man” enough
to surpass her father’s accomplishments.
The one force that seriously threatened Elizabeth was Roman Catholicism. By
the beginning of her reign, Rome had begun what historians call either the
“Counter-Reformation” or the “Catholic Reformation.” Many people thought the
popes had been too distracted by the opulence of the Renaissance. Newly devout
and energetic popes now sought to recover lands recently lost from obedience to
them. They redefined their leadership over what had become the Roman Catholic
Church as a branch of Christianity. Having accepted the inevitability of reform, the
papacy called the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Leaders chose the obscure cathedral city at the southern edge of the Alps for a general council because it satisfied
Charles V (it was in the empire), the king of France (it was not German), and the
pope (its residents spoke Italian).
Some clergy at the Council of Trent wanted to compromise or adopt some ideas
of the Protestants, but the council rejected that path. Instead, the Roman Catholic
Church of the popes insisted on the value of justification by faith supported by
good works, combined with the mediating role of the priesthood and the sacraments. The Tridentine Reform (named after the Latin word for Trent) limited some
abuses and corruptions and established seminary schools for a better-educated
priesthood. The council affirmed that their true church, through the papacy, had
the final authority to define belief and interpret scripture—not Luther’s conscience,
or Anabaptist interpretations, or Calvin’s scholarship, or anyone’s literal reading of

................. 19249$

$CH9

12-18-18 09:21:24

PS

PAGE 237

238

CHAPTER 9

the Bible. The popes increased their interest in organizing and clarifying the smallest details of belief and practice.
New monastic orders and reformations of older ones aided the popes in reform.
The Ursulines dedicated themselves to the education of girls and women. Most
importantly, the Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits, gained sway in European affairs.
Ignatius Loyola founded the Jesuits after suffering wounds as a warrior in Charles
V’s Spanish army. During the painful recovery from a shattered leg, he envisioned
a new kind of monastic order. Instead of being confined to the cloister, Jesuits
dedicated themselves to religious vocation (formed through the Spiritual Exercises), education (becoming teachers and guides), and missionary work (both in
Europe and the world). Loyola saw his order as a spiritual army for the Roman
Catholic Church, with a so-called fourth vow (after poverty, chastity, and obedience)
of absolute dedication to the pope.
The Tridentine Reform set a militant tone for Roman Catholicism during the
next two hundred years. Roman Catholicism aimed to recapture the allegiance of
lost followers and gain more new ones. A new Roman Inquisition began its work in
1542, partly inspired by the Spanish Inquisition of Ferdinand and Isabella. The
Spanish Inquisition policed converted Jews and Muslims; this new version hunted
Protestants as heretics since they rejected papal teaching. An Index of Forbidden
Books declared the reading of certain authors to be sinful. First issued in 1559 by
the Holy Office in Rome and regularly reissued thereafter for four hundred years,
the list restricted the circulation of banned works in Roman Catholic countries and
forbade Roman Catholics from reading these prohibited books. This censorship
even included all the works of Erasmus, so fearful had Rome become of any criticism.
The Roman Catholic vigor also expressed itself in a series of wars of religion that
lasted until 1648. Traditionally, territorial, dynastic, and economic reasons shaped
decisions for fighting wars. In this period, ideological differences between adherents of branches of Christianity became significant motives. For a few decades, people were ready to die and kill for Lutheranism, Anabaptism, Calvinism, Anglicanism,
or Roman Catholicism. Monarchs thought that their subjects and their neighbors
needed to conform to their own dogmas as a matter of both public order and divine
virtue. People volunteered for armies in the belief that their neighbors should worship the same way they themselves did. Some also enlisted simply as a way to earn
a living—soldiering was a growth industry.
In the vanguard of militant Roman Catholicism was Elizabeth’s former brotherin-law, King Philip II of Spain (r. 1556–1598). Philip had inherited most of his
Habsburg father Charles V’s possessions (except the Austrian ones, which, along
with the elected title of Holy Roman emperor, went to his uncle Ferdinand). In
Philip’s domains, Spain had one of the world’s best armies; Flanders was the textile
manufacturing center of Europe; and the Americas poured silver into his treasuries.
Philip also briefly united Spain with Portugal, making him the ruler of the sole
global power. He built a new, modern capital for himself in Madrid. Although
Madrid was not conveniently connected to the waterways that bound Philip’s
empire together, it was easily accessible from his palace of El Escorial, a massive,
gray religious retreat (see figure 9.5). Philip was hardworking but perhaps too
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Figure 9.5. King Philip II of Spain often retreated to the gray abbey of El
Escorial, which served also as a second palace, away from Madrid.

focused on small details. He saw himself as a divinely appointed monarch obliged
to attend to every corner of his empire. At the head of a vast bureaucracy, he regulated the lace on court costumes, ordered murders of political enemies, corrected
the spelling of secretaries, and held autos-da-fé (public burnings of heretics at
which he served as master of ceremonies).
Above all, the king of Spain sent armies to fight for his vision of the Roman
Catholic faith. His navy’s victory over the Ottoman Turks at the Battle of Lepanto
(1571) cheered the Christian West, showing that the Ottomans were not invincible.
At the time, the Muslim sultan claimed the defeat meant nothing—he would just
build another fleet, which he did. Despite this boast, historians have seen the defeat
at Lepanto as an obvious turning point toward the long, slow decline of Ottoman
dominion. Similarly, Philip’s power began to diminish. He could not manage his
empire from Madrid, as his territories were far too large for the available means of
communication. He could not afford his government either, declaring bankruptcy
three times and thereby ruining many of the bankers and merchants he needed so
badly.
In particular, some of those capitalists, namely the prosperous Calvinist Dutch
in the northern part of the Lowlands, resented paying for Philip’s dreams of a
Roman Catholic empire. In 1581, they declared independence from his rule and
formed the Dutch Netherlands (often called Holland after the main province).
They even began to construct their own democratic government (see the next chapter). The Dutch fought on and off for eighty years before they gained full independence for themselves. To stop this rebellion, Philip first sent in the Duke of Parma,
whose army earned infamy for its brutality against the civilian population. In turn,
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Dutch and Huguenot merchants harassed Spanish shipping. Philip next turned his
attention to England, which had been supporting the upstart Dutch after the death
of Philip’s wife Queen Mary I. Hostilities simmered for several years as English sea
dogs or privateers (informal pirates with permission from a government to raid
shipping) preyed on Spanish possessions. Riches looted by the Spanish from the
American natives wound up being plundered by the English instead.
Philip retaliated by instigating plots against Elizabeth’s life and throne. The
pope declared her an illegitimate, excommunicated heretic and encouraged the
faithful to overthrow her rule. Philip and the pope supported Elizabeth’s cousin,
Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots (not to be confused with Elizabeth’s half-sister “Bloody
Mary” Tudor, the late queen of England) as the true English monarch. The unfortunate Mary Stuart had lost her Scottish Highlands kingdom through her own folly,
falling under a reasonable suspicion of blowing up her husband. She fled from her
own people to England. Elizabeth kept her in comfortable confinement until Mary
got herself implicated in a treasonous Roman Catholic plot. Elizabeth finally
ordered Mary’s beheading, although it took the headsman three whacks of his axe
to succeed.
Seizing upon Elizabeth’s execution of Mary in 1587 as an excuse, Philip assembled the Spanish Armada. This fleet of 130 ships aimed to sail from Spain to the
Lowlands and then ferry Parma’s troops across the North Sea to invade England. It
all went terribly wrong. The most famous English sea dog, Sir Francis Drake,
destroyed most of the fleet in its harbor before it could set sail. A rebuilt fleet
launched in 1588, but adverse weather slowed its progress. That the commanding
admiral had never been to sea was not helpful, either. Easily repulsing the English
in the Channel, the admiral did finally anchor his fleet off the coast of the Lowlands,
only to be told, quite reasonably, that if troops there were diverted to England, the
Netherlands might succeed in their rebellion. Then the English broke up the
armada by pushing fire ships, empty, burning hulls, among the fleet. The panicked
Spanish broke formation and came under English guns. Storms sank most of the
rest.
Philip at first wrote off this defeat, much as the Ottoman sultan had his own at
Lepanto. Notwithstanding Spain’s appearance of strength over the next decades, it
sank to a second-rank power. England, however, continued its ascendancy, becoming stronger than ever as its national patriotism became bound with its religion and
its burgeoning imperialist ventures.
Meanwhile, France had not been able to help Philip II of Spain fight Spain’s
traditional enemy, England, since France itself almost broke apart in religious warfare. The Huguenots (the name for French Calvinists) had grown to about 10 percent of the population. Their numbers were particularly strong in the productive
artisan and business classes. The Valois dynasty might have moved against them
once its long conflict with the Habsburgs ended in 1559. But that same year the
Valois dynasty plummeted into crisis with the unexpected death of King Henry II,
killed during a joust by a piece of splintered lance that thrust through his eye into
his brain. His three young sons and their mother, Queen Catherine de Medici (b.
1519–d. 1589), were trapped between two powerful aristocratic families: the
Huguenot Bourbons and the Roman Catholic de Guises. Fighting over the throne
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using betrayal, assassination, and war, these powerful families nearly destroyed the
monarchy and the country.
The Roman Catholic party almost triumphed with the St. Bartholomew’s Day
massacre (14 August 1572), during which they viciously murdered thousands of
Protestants, great and small, men, women, and children, in the streets of Paris.
Henry of Bourbon survived that slaughter and was soon able to gain military domination over most of the country. After the death of the last Valois in 1589, he
became officially recognized as the French king Henry IV “of Navarre” (r. 1589–
1610), founding the Bourbon dynasty. Hostility to his Protestantism still stood in
the way of his acceptance by some Roman Catholics. So, in 1593, he converted to
Roman Catholicism, allegedly saying, “Paris is worth a mass.” He continued to protect the Protestants, though, with the proclamation of the Edict of Nantes (1598).
This act mandated a certain level of religious tolerance. It allowed Protestants to
worship freely and to fortify fifty-one cities for their own self-defense. Diversity
brought some peace and security.
The last of the religious wars, the Thirty Years War (1618–1648), engulfed
the Holy Roman Empire and drew in the entire continent. The conflict began in
Bohemia, as the Austrian branch of the Habsburgs labored to convert that province
back to Roman Catholicism. Leaders in Prague “defenestrated” the emperor’s
representatives—meaning they tossed them out the window. Habsburg armies
quickly crushed the rebellious Bohemians, but other German princes who feared a
resurgent imperial power soon took up arms against Austria. Two foreign Lutheran
monarchs invaded the empire—first the king of Denmark, then the king of Sweden.
The Protestant armies gained brief advantages through their use of well-drilled and
coordinated cavalry, artillery, and infantry units, setting the tone of military tactics
for the next centuries. Regardless, the Austrian Habsburgs continued to win, fortified by the resources of their Spanish cousins.
Eventually, what began as a religious war ended as a purely political conflict.
France had long feared being surrounded by the Habsburg territories of Spain in
the south and the Holy Roman Empire in the east. So Roman Catholic France
entered the war against Roman Catholic Austria. Dynastic and national politics overruled religious fraternity. Thus, religion faded as a motive to go to war in the West.
Indeed, the Peace of Westphalia, which was signed in 1648, forced Europe
into new, modern, international political relationships (see map 9.1). With religious
diversity now irreversible, the medieval ideal of a unified Christendom was completely broken. Instead, the numerous independent states of Europe lived in an
uncertain rivalry. Each became a sovereign state, free from the influence of higher
authorities, although able to agree on international principles if necessary. The
most important principle maintained a balance of power, ensuring that the countries should league together against any single state that tried to dominate Europe.
This principle kept the great powers in check and left the middle-ranked and small
buffer states free to prosper.
The rest of the treaty redrew some political borders to establish a rough balance
of power. Spain held on to the southern “Spanish” part of the Netherlands (soon
to be known as Belgium) but lost the northern Dutch Netherlands, which everyone
recognized as an independent, sovereign state. The Swiss had their independence
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Map 9.1. Europe, 1648.
How does the Spanish Empire dominate the western fringe of Europe?

affirmed. The Holy Roman Empire became a mere geographical expression as a
synonym for Germany. The petty principalities within the empire were more sovereign than the empire itself. The Holy Roman emperor became even less relevant, a
yet still weaker figurehead. While the Austrian Habsburgs kept control of the imperial office, their varied collection of hereditary territories on the empire’s southeastern borders mattered far more to them than the office of emperor. Meanwhile,
France chewed away a few bits of the empire, bringing its border to the upper Rhine
River. Of course, neither the balance of power nor religious toleration stopped war
altogether. States continued to try to expand at the expense of their neighbors.
The lack of total victory for any one side assured that religious diversity
remained part of Western civilization. The pope’s claim to rule Christendom
became irrelevant, his prestige greatly reduced. While nations might continue to
fight, hoping for power, pride, or prosperity, religion as a reason for war declined.
States became the key binding agent for Europeans. The Reformation weakened
the bonds between religion and the state. Many governments continued to impose
religious uniformity on their own people. Indeed, many people remained satisfied
with whatever tradition they were brought up in. Yet people only had to look across
borders to know that others differed on Christianity and that some individuals
might even be able to choose their faith or even no belief at all.
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Review: How did early modern reforms among Christians culminate in wars over religion?
Response:

GOD, GREED, AND GLORY
Another change from the medieval to the modern in European history was Western
colonial imperialism, when various kingdoms built empires based on overseas
colonies. Historians today argue about what exactly made the Europeans strong
enough to take the lead in a new global history after 1500. Answers used to imply,
if not outright argue, Western exceptionalism, the idea that Europeans were
somehow different from (and better than) peoples in other civilizations. More
recent historians object to that characterization, especially considering the brutality
with which Europeans “civilized” the world, leading to the loss of lives and liberty.
Comparative historians who measure the relative accumulation of wealth, strength
of government, level of cultural sophistication, status of technological development, and impulse toward creativity of various civilizations around the world over
the centuries note that Europe did not rank near the top.
The Europeans benefited from excellent timing as they began their modern
history with their “voyages of discovery.” The explorers, of course, only “discovered” what the indigenous peoples in these faraway lands knew all along. The difference was that Europeans could exploit these foreign peoples and places as never
before in their history. They declared their own Doctrine of Discovery, making up
a law to justify their seizure of these new lands and their indigenous peoples. These
expeditions allowed Europeans to take profit from preexisting trade networks that
incorporated much of Asia and Africa, adding on the terra incognita or unknown
lands in the Americas and Pacific. The European national governments in competition with each other over global supremacy seized their overseas empires (see
map 9.2).
Europeans had three desires that fed this drive to go abroad. The first came
from Christianity’s own evangelistic and crusading impulses, which had already
driven Western culture beyond the borders of Europe. Even before Latin Christianity began to split apart, westerners wanted to force the gospel of Christ on “heathens,” as seen in the Crusades. The Reformation only encouraged the divided
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Map 9.2. The West in the World, 1648.
How did the Europeans begin to divide up the world?

Christians to convert the world, to prove their own version of Christianity as the
most successful and, therefore, most divinely sanctioned. Some Europeans ventured on a path of world domination in the name of eternal salvation. Would Jesus,
the Prince of Peace, have approved that his message came at the point of a sword
and with the price of plundering? His followers thought so, and they had the power
to do it.
God provided a spiritual motivation, while money afforded a material one. The
capitalism that sprouted from the Commercial Revolution had transformed Europe
from a poor offshoot on the fringes of a world trade system centered in Asia to a
mainstay of economic dynamism. Financial investments from capitalists further
pushed these “voyages of discovery” forward. Instead of being barriers, the deep
seas and oceans soon became highways, much as rivers and coastal waters had long
been.
A second motive for colonialism, then, was the opportunity for profit. Europeans wanted to travel to “the Indies,” regions in distant Asia known to possess fantastic wealth in the form of spices, such as pepper, cinnamon, and nutmeg. What today
sits on our shelves in small jars costing pennies was worth more than its weight in
gold in 1500.
The main trade routes to the Indies had traditionally run through the Middle
East. Only a rare merchant from Europe, such as Marco Polo in the thirteenth century, might travel along the Silk Road through Central Asia all the way to the Chinese
Empire. During much of the Middle Ages, most western European merchants
bought from the middleman merchants of the Byzantine Empire. After the Byzantine Empire’s demise in 1453, the Muslim Ottoman Turks took over supply routes.
The idea that the Muslims shut down the trade routes is a myth; they still wanted
to trade. Rather, the western Christians resented paying these “infidel” middlemen.
Europeans were looking for alternative access to the East.
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Pride offered a third motive for imperialism, on both the personal and national
levels. At the forefront, monarchs were drawn to the glorification that conquest
always brought. New lands meant wider empires and revenues. At the lower social
levels, adventuring in foreign lands raised a Renaissance gentleman’s reputation
and status. Any poor man might acquire treasure or farmland of his own, taken
from natives who could not defend it. Thus an obscure man could rise to prominence, whether by lording it over foreigners or bringing immense wealth back
home to Europe. All these contradictory motives, winning fame, fortune, and souls
for Jesus, tempted Europeans out across the wide oceans.
Surprisingly, the new imperialism began with the little country of Portugal,
founded in the twelfth century as part of a crusade during the Reconquesta of the
Iberian Peninsula (see chapter 8). Over the years, Portugal had fought against the
Muslims, but its armies were soon cut off from confronting the enemy by neighboring Castile’s successful expansion in the Iberian Peninsula. Unable to combat the
Moors in Europe, little Portugal sought another outlet for its crusading zealotry. It
channeled its expansionism toward Africa, hoping both to convert the Africans and
to profit from trade on that continent. Prince Henry the Navigator (d. 1460), one of
the main proponents of African expeditions, also wished to find enough gold to
maintain his court in proper style. His sponsored voyages discovered and colonized
the islands of the Azores and the Madieras in the Atlantic. Colonists found the latter
islands so heavily forested that they set a fire that burned for seven years, leaving
the land covered in ash. From this new, fertile soil they grew a new wine, Madiera.
Heavily populated Africa was a different matter. Instead of converting and conquering, the Portuguese only wrested away small chunks of African coastline, where
they built forts to defend harbors and trading outposts. From these bases, the Portuguese began to deal in slaves, many shipped to work on sugarcane plantations in
the Madieras.
Explorers soon thought that it might be possible to sail around the continent
of Africa to reach the Indies. Yet sailors faced some serious challenges. First, ocean
travel in the Atlantic was far more dangerous than in the Mediterranean and coastal
waters. So the Portuguese adapted sailing technology from Muslim civilization in
Africa and the Middle East to build ships called caravels, sturdy enough to handle
the high seas. Second, navigation was aided by other Muslim achievements, such as
the compass, astrolabe, and maps and charts. Thus European voyagers used the
Arabs’ own ingenuity against them.
On the western edge of Europe, the Portuguese were best located to launch
such voyages. In 1468, the Portuguese explorer Diaz succeeded in rounding the
optimistically named Cape of Good Hope, the southernmost point of Africa. It took
another thirty years before Vasco da Gama traveled beyond that cape. In 1498, he
sailed up the east coast of Africa and then ventured across the Arabian Sea to reach
India, guided by Arabian pilots. He did not have much of value to trade with the
Indians, but the spices he brought back profited his expedition thirty times the
amount of its cost. On da Gama’s next voyage, the Portuguese military technology
of guns overpowered the natives. Da Gama plundered foreign merchant cargoes,
blew the Arab ships out of the water, shelled cities, exploited rivalries between
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states, and intimidated princes. Other Portuguese followed. Soon they dominated
all seagoing trade and commerce in the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean.
Portugal was too small to grab and keep vast territories. For five hundred years,
though, the Portuguese held on to many fortified coastal enclaves: Angola, Guinea,
and Mozambique in Africa; Goa in India; Timor in the Indies; and Macao in China.
Only in Brazil, in the Americas, did they establish a large colony with European
immigrants. Despite its overseas imperial success, Portugal itself remained on the
periphery of European affairs, only rarely participating in the approaching wars
among European states disputing who would dominate the world.
Even before Vasco da Gama had begun exploiting and killing Indians in India,
Portugal’s neighbor Spain had hoped to beat its rival to the Indies. Spain was a
young country, founded only in 1479 when King Ferdinand came to the throne of
Aragon, while his co-ruler of five years, Isabella, ruled the neighboring Kingdom of
Castile. Husband and wife united their two kingdoms to create Spain, centralizing
power in both their hands while weakening the nobles and other estates. Spain’s
hold on southern Italy was secured through Ferdinand’s wars on that peninsula.
Ferdinand and Isabella rounded out their immediate realm on the Iberian Peninsula by finishing the Reconquesta crusade begun in the eleventh century. In 1492
they defeated Granada, the last Muslim principality in western Europe. Then, to
impose uniformity and conformity on their tidy kingdom, they kicked out of the
country all Muslims and Jews who refused to convert to Christianity. The “Sephardic” Jews settled throughout the Mediterranean countries, Christian and Muslim.
Meanwhile, Spanish authorities worried about the sincerity of conversions by those
Muslims and Jews who stayed behind, called, respectively, Moriscos (after the old
term Moors) and Marranos (a word for “pig”). The monarchs set up the infamous
Spanish Inquisition (1478–1834) to deal with their concerns. The Spanish Inquisition investigated and punished cases of people who secretly practiced Islam or
Judaism, as well as some cases of sodomy or witchcraft. Over the centuries, the
inquisitors ferreted out, tortured, and burned many people to death. By the early
1600s, Spain gave up worrying about whether Moriscos had been converted or not
and simply expelled tens of thousands of them to North Africa. Spain’s authorities
enforced cultural uniformity as they built their new nation.
While Queen Isabella presided over the defeat of Muslim Granada, she gambled
on an unusual plan to reach the lavish Indies. In 1492, an eccentric Italian ship
captain, Christopher Columbus, proposed sailing westward across the Atlantic
Ocean, rather than to the south around Africa (which would not succeed for six
more years). Isabella’s advisors were correct to warn her that Columbus’s voyage
should fail. Contrary to a popular yet incorrect myth, their advice was not based on
a mistaken belief that the world was flat—since the time of the ancient Greeks,
every educated person knew that the world was round or, more properly, a globe.
Instead, Isabella’s advisors were correct to point out that Columbus had underestimated the distance from his last supply point in the Canary Islands to Japan. While
Columbus thought that he needed to travel a mere 2,400 miles, Isabella’s advisors
knew, in fact, the distance to be more than 8,000 miles. Columbus would have died
at sea had he not stumbled upon the “New World.” For most of his life Columbus
believed that what he had claimed for Spain was part of the true Indies of the East,
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just as he read in Marco Polo’s book. He did not want to give up a belief that
seemed so close to reality. Instead, other explorers, like Amerigo Vespucci, quickly
recognized that the islands of the Caribbean were the “West” Indies and that new
continents lay just beyond. Therefore, mapmakers labeled the continents North
and South America after Amerigo Vespucci, not Christopheria or Columbia after
Christopher Columbus.
Columbus discovered the Americas at exactly the right moment for Europeans
to exploit their advantages. There had been, of course, earlier contacts between the
Old World of Eurasia and Africa with the New World of the Americas, going back
even to the Vikings. In all these earlier interactions, however, the travelers lacked
the interest or ability to dominate the “native” Americans who had been living there
for tens of thousands of years. By 1492, however, Spain was ready to commit
resources for conquest and lucky enough to have them succeed beyond expectation.
Columbus’s own domination of the natives (mistakenly, of course, called Indians after the East Indies) further tarnishes his legacy. He kidnapped natives and
killed to seize land at will. In his desire to acquire gold, Columbus cut off the hands
of natives who failed to turn in his quotas. Those who fled he had hunted down
with huge hounds who tore off their limbs while still alive. His soldiers forcibly
took native women for themselves. Following Columbus, other Spanish adventurers called conquistadors conquered much of the Americas, supported by a firm
conviction in God’s blessing for their cause, rich financial backing, and a welldrilled military equipped with horses and guns.
Historians call the European takeover of the Americas and its consequences the
Columbian Exchange, a mutual transfer of goods and ideas. It mostly added up to
be in the West’s favor, however. European settlers rushed into the Americas, grabbing control of vast expanses of land and actually and essentially enslaving native
peoples. Wealth in precious metals and food products flowed into Europe, having
been produced by the native peoples. Europeans ate better with foods from
the New World, including peanuts, maize, potatoes, sunflowers, and tomatoes
(although tomatoes were originally suspected of being poisonous because of their
bright red color). Tobacco smoking provided a new social pastime. In turn, both
native and immigrant Americans fed on cattle, pigs, chickens, sugarcane, coffee,
rice, bananas, and even the honey of honeybees brought from the Old World to the
new. Along with these new agricultural resources, the American natives gained new
rulers and a new religion.
The European conquest came surprisingly easily, within a few decades after
Columbus’s discovery. Natives on the Caribbean islands could not organize a strong
military resistance since they were still at the socioeconomic level of huntergatherers or simple agriculturalists. In contrast, millions of American Indians on the
mainland were quite civilized and organized. Two recently formed empires maintained societies based in cities as sophisticated as any in the Old World. One of
the peoples who ruled the so-called Aztec Empire, the Mexica, gave their name
to modern-day Mexico. Their political power reached southward toward Central
America. The Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan (today, Mexico City) arguably possessed
more comforts, and certainly more people, than any one city in Spain. The Incan
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Empire based in Peru controlled much of the west coast of South America. Each
empire coordinated agriculture, war, and peace for millions of people, with armies
well trained in conquest. These civilized societies were, ironically, even more vulnerable to conquest. They shared three serious disadvantages for competition with
the Spanish: deification, ethnic conflicts, and vulnerable immune systems.
First, deification hurt the natives because they expected too much from their own
human rulers, who were considered to be gods. The Aztec practice of sacrificing
humans for religious reasons, carving out beating hearts with obsidian knives, also
upset many subject peoples who did not believe in the Aztec gods. Even worse, the
natives too often incorrectly believed the Europeans were gods themselves. The newcomers’ pale skins, shiny armor, and unfamiliar horses contributed to this falsehood,
which the lying conquistadors exploited to the utmost. This sham allowed Cortés in
Mexico and Pizarro in Peru to get close to, capture, and then execute the native
emperors (see figure 9.6). Therefore, the embodiment of both church and state collapsed with one blow. Murdered emperors left the natives disorganized and doubting.
Second, the diversity of the Native Americans helped the Spanish defeat the
native political states. The Incan and Aztec Empires, like many empires, centered
on specific ethnic groups that dominated others. Enemies of these empires, tribes
that remained unconquered or had been recently subjugated, readily cooperated

Figure 9.6. The Spanish conquistadors are the new lords of the palace
as they order the Incan ruler Atahualpa strangled by his own people. (NYPL
Digital Collection)
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with the Spanish against the native imperial supremacy. The Spanish played various
tribal groups against one another. Then, conquistadors replaced every native civilized political structure that ruled over good farmland. Only on the fringes of the
Spanish Empire did Indians retain some self-rule. They usually survived as huntergatherer societies, protected by mountains, deserts, or jungles.
The third and worst problem for the natives was their vulnerability to diseases
carried from Europe. We understand now how many diseases are caused by germs
(see chapter 11). In the sixteenth century, though, many people felt that disease
was a punishment from God. Such had been the case with the Black Death, which
killed a third of the European population within a few years. Little knowledge
existed on how to prevent or cure illnesses. The Spanish, naturally and unintentionally, brought with them various germs from Europe, from diseases as harmless as
the common cold to the more lethal measles and chicken pox and the very deadly
smallpox. The Europeans bore substantial immunities to these diseases, but the
native Americans had never been exposed to them. In contrast, perhaps the only
illness that the Europeans may have brought back from the Americas was the sexually transmitted disease of syphilis. It first appeared in Europe at about this time
and for the next few centuries disproportionately afflicted sexually promiscuous
people, especially prostitutes, soldiers, and aristocrats.
In comparison, the natives of the Americas were not so fortunate. Millions
became sick and died. Spreading rapidly along imperial roads, pandemics (epidemics that range over whole continents and beyond) killed large portions of the
population. Large regions were completely depopulated, and native sociopolitical
networks broke down.
Through exploitation of political rivalries, military tactics, and disease, Spain
quickly came to dominate the Americas, wiping out much of the indigenous cultures and civilization and replacing them with its version of Western civilization. At
the time, the Spanish did not realize the complete extent of the devastation or fully
comprehend their own role in the plagues. But they knew how to take advantage
of the situation. Empty land was theirs for the taking. In the next three centuries,
perhaps close to two million Spaniards migrated to what would become known as
Latin America (from the linguistic origins of Spanish and Portuguese). The Spanish
reduced to servitude and enslavement those natives who survived disease and
slaughter. Only insufficient numbers of colonial settlers prevented the Spanish from
expanding farther north than they did.
The Spanish masters exploited the defeated. Natives dug in the silver mines (of
which there were plenty, but disappointingly few sources of gold). Or they labored
in the fields for long hours under the southern sun. Many died from overwork and
lack of care, exploited worse than animals. Only a few voices protested, notably Bartolomé de Las Casas, the first priest ordained in the Americas. He spoke out to claim
human and Christian dignity for the Indians. He and others won the argument that
Indians had souls and were human, capable of entry into heaven after death. But
many continued to die. Within a few decades the native population of the Americas
fell from what was probably eleven million to only two and a half million.
While the depopulation guaranteed European domination, it also threatened
the Western exploitation. Who would produce the silver and food that the Europeans desired and needed? How could they replace all the dead miners and peasants?

................. 19249$

$CH9

12-18-18 09:22:34

PS

PAGE 249

250

CHAPTER 9

The Portuguese offered a solution with the Atlantic-African slave trade. In the
year 1400, slavery hardly existed in Europe. Soon after, the Portuguese had gained
an interest in slavery, which they had seen operating among the Africans. Beginning
in 1444 they began to buy and sell black Africans, with the official excuse of the
need to convert Muslim prisoners to Christianity. In reality, they wanted cheap,
expendable labor. The new plantations for sugarcane, which everyone’s sweet
tooth craved, promoted harsh labor practices. The crop required hard, nasty, and
dangerous harvesting in dank thickets, where workers hacked away at rough, sharp
stalks with machetes. So over the next few centuries, Europeans of various nationalities captured and shipped millions of diverse Africans to work as slaves in the
Americas. The first boatload arrived by 1510, not even two decades after Columbus’s discovery. By the time the Atlantic-African slave trade ended in the nineteenth
century, about ten million Africans had been shipped to the Americas, most
unloaded in the Caribbean islands and Brazil, but about a fifth going to British
colonies (see figure 9.7).
Thus, the new Spanish rulers forcibly converted the native American “Indians”
and the imported Africans to the ways of Western civilization, which largely supported and benefited the European masters. Of course, through most of history, in
most civilizations, the masses, both free and slave, have supported the few at the
top. The institutionalized racism of the Americas, though, has left an especially
challenging legacy. “Black” skins were identified as inferior, while “white” skins
claimed superiority. The periodic revolts by both the native American and African
slaves always ended with the Western masters victorious.
An improved method of investing capital, the bourse or stock exchange, soon
financed this slave trade and other colonial investments. First appearing in Antwerp

Figure 9.7. These cross sections of the decks of a slave ship, from above
and from the side, show how human beings were packed for transatlantic
transport. (NYPL Digital Collection)
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in 1485, the stock exchange provided an alternative to banks as a place for capital
to be gathered and invested. At first, members pooled their resources for new
investment capital. But collective membership risked all of one’s own possessions
to pay debts if too many of the collective’s investments failed. By 1600, joint-stock
companies provided a better way to protect investments by restricting losses to only
the number of shares any individual owned. This limited liability meant that someone who prudently invested only a portion of his wealth through stock in any one
venture could not be ruined. Remember, risk was always part of capitalism.
Although the New World looked like a profitable investment, it had a mixed
impact on the European economy. American silver mines added tons of bullion to
the treasuries of Spain, which then filtered out to the other nations of Europe and
even to China through world trade. But so much silver also led to a quick and
devastating inflation. A “price revolution” of swiftly rising costs of goods and services hurt the middle and poorer classes of Spain, eventually weakening the Spanish
Empire. The history of capitalism is rife with both growth in wealth and suffering
caused by crises in investments.
The simple idea of capitalism, reinvesting profits, offered no real guidelines on
how to best keep those profits flowing to everyone’s benefit. Some intellectuals
attempted to figure out how to prevent economic disaster and promote economic
growth. As part of the Commercial Revolution, they began to propose one of the
first economic theories, sets of ideas that offered comprehensive explanations for
how people carried out economic activity (see diagram 15.1). Since then, many
theories have tried to suggest plans for action on how best to harness capitalism.
Unlike scientific theories (see chapter 10), though, no economic theory has as yet
sufficiently explained human economic activity.
The early economic theory of mercantilism linked the growing early modern
nation-states to their new colonial empires. Theorists emphasized that the accumulation of wealth in precious metals within a country’s own borders was the best
measure of economic success. Mercantilist theory favored government intervention
in the economy, since it was in governments’ interest that their economies succeed.
The theory argued that a regime should cultivate a favorable balance of trade as a
sign of economic success. Since most international exchange took place in bullion,
actual gold and silver, monarchs tried to make sure that other countries bought
more from their country than they bought from other monarchs’ countries. By
these means, the bullion in a country’s treasury continued to increase. Monarchs
then obsessed about discovering mines of gold and silver, a practically cost-free
method of acquiring bullion.
Because of this tangible wealth, governments frequently intervened by trying to
promote enterprises to strengthen the economy. State-sponsored monopolies had
clear advantages for a monarch. A state-licensed enterprise, such as importing tea
leaves from China or sable furs from Siberia, could easily be supervised and taxed.
Diligent inspections and regulation ensured that monopolies’ goods and services
were of a high quality. The government could then promote and protect that business both overseas and domestically.
Fueled by this burgeoning capital and developing theory, more adventurers
sailed off to exploit the riches of Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Unfortunately for
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imperialists, the world was fairly crowded already with other powerful peoples.
Various kingdoms and states in East Asia (the Chinese Empire, Japan), the Indian
subcontinent (the Mughal Empire), and Africa (Abyssinia) had long histories, rich
economies, sophisticated cultures, and intimidating armies.
Even so, Spain and Portugal boldly divided up the world between them in 1494,
even before Vasco da Gama had reached the Indies, with the Treaty of Tordesillas
(see map 9.2). The pope blessed the proceedings. The treaty demonstrated a certain hubris in those two states. They claimed global domination, notwithstanding
their inability to severely damage the existing rich, powerful, well-established, and
disease-resistant African and Asian kingdoms and empires. The European powers
ruled the oceans but could only nibble at the fringes of Asia and Africa.
People of other Western nations did not let the Spanish and Portuguese enjoy
their fat empires in peace for long. Outside the law, pirates in the Caribbean along
the Spanish Main (the Central and South American coastline) and in the Indies
plundered whatever they could. Some captains became legalized pirates, licensed
by governments with “letters of marque.” For example, raids by the English Sir
Francis Drake and his sea dogs helped provoke the Spanish Armada.
By 1600, the Dutch, the English, and the French had launched their own overseas ventures, with navies and armies grabbing and defending provinces across the
oceans. They all began to drive out natives in the Americas, Africa, and Asia. They
also turned on one another. In Asia and Africa, the Dutch grabbed Portuguese bases
in South Africa and the East Indies. The English, in turn, seized Dutch possessions
in Africa, Malaysia, and North America (turning New Holland into New York and
New Jersey). The English planted their own colonists along the Atlantic seacoast of
North America. The French settled farther inland in Quebec. Likewise, in the Caribbean, India, and the Pacific, the French and English faced each other in disputes
about islands and principalities while the native peoples were caught in the middle.
These European “illegal immigrants” seized power from the original native rulers and owners. The colonizers ravaged the native cultures, often with cruelty (scalping was invented by Europeans) and carelessness (smashing sculptures and
pulverizing written works). Priceless cultural riches vanished forever. Land grabbing displaced the local farmers, while slavery (whether in body or wages) and
displacement of native peoples by Europeans dismantled social structures. Where
social bonds did not snap apart, European immigrants ignored and discriminated,
trying to weaken the hold of native religions, languages, and even clothing styles.
Robbed of their homes and livelihoods, most non-European subjects found resistance to be futile against the weight of European power.
As a result of the westerners’ expansion around the world, “Europe” replaced
“Christendom” in the popular imagination. Nevertheless, these diverse Europeans
continued to hurl insults and launch wars against one another, which they supported through grotesque ethnic stereotypes. While the people of one’s own nation
were invariably perceived as kind, generous, sober, straight, loyal, honest, and intelligent, they might allege that the Spanish were cruel, the Scots stingy, the Dutch
drunk, the French perverted, the Italians deceptive, the English boastful, or the
Germans boorish. So Europeans remained pluralistic in their perceptions of one
another while united in their desire to dominate the globe.
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The elites also recognized certain common bonds in how they practiced their
gentlemanly manners in ruling over the lower classes, expanded their many governments, grew their increasingly national economies, and revered the Christian religion
(no matter how fractured). Some Europeans adopted a notion of the morally pure
“noble savage” as a critique on their own culture. Missionaries preached the alleged
love and hope of Christianity, while global natives found themselves confronted by
new crimes brought in by the westerners, such as prostitution and vagrancy. The
confidence in civilization of Western exceptionalism made Europeans feel that they
deserved superiority over all other peoples. These diverse Europeans insisted that
they themselves were “civilized” and that their dominated enemies were barbaric
“savages.” They increasingly viewed humans through racist lenses: “white” Europeans
and “colored” others, whether “red” American Indians, “brown” Asian Indians, “yellow” Chinese, or “black” sub-Saharan Africans. All these other “races” by definition
were believed to be less intelligent, industrious, and intrepid. Through increasing
contacts with other peoples, the rest of the world seemed truly “foreign.”
This Eurocentric attitude is reflected in the early maps of the globe. Medieval
maps had usually given pride of place in the center to Jerusalem. By the sixteenth
century, geographers had a more accurate picture of the globe and could distinguish other continents as connected to one another by at most a narrow isthmus
(Panama for the Americas, Sinai between Eurasia and Africa). Nonetheless, they
“split” the continent of Eurasia into “Asia” and “Europe,” arbitrarily deciding on the
Ural Mountains as a dividing point (although these hills hardly created a barrier—as
the Huns and Mongols had demonstrated). Westerners saw vast stretches of eastern
Europe as hardly civilized at all, a tempting target for building empires. The maps
had changed to show that Europeans had moved from being located in one small
corner of the map to the center. The explorers who led the voyages of discovery
showed audacity and heroism, added to the scientific knowledge of Europeans, and
allowed some mutually beneficial cultural exchange. Wielding a newfound global
power, Western civilization had conquered much of the world by the seventeenth
century. More was to come in the nineteenth century.
Review: How did the “voyages of discovery” begin colonial imperialism by Europeans?
Response:
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Make your own timeline.
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