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PREFACE

DURING A VISIT to Great Britain, where he studied 

as a young man, Mohandas Gandhi, the leader of the 

e�ort to liberate India from British colonial rule, was 

asked what he thought of Western civilization. “I think 

it would be a good idea,” he replied. Gandhi’s response 

was as correct as it was clever. Western civilization 

has led to great problems as well as great accomplish-

ments, but it remains a good idea. And any com-

plete understanding of today’s world must take into 

account the meaning of Western civilization and the 

role Western civilization has played in history. Despite 

modern progress, we still greatly re�ect our religious 

traditions, our political systems and theories, our eco-

nomic and social structures, and our cultural heritage. 

I have written this brief history of Western civilization 

to assist a new generation of students in learning more 

about the past that has shaped them and the world in 

which they live.

At the same time, for the tenth edition, as in the 

ninth, I have added considerable new material on 

world history to show the impact that other parts of 

the world have had on the West. Certainly, the ongoing 

struggle with terrorists since 2001 has dramatized the 

intricate relationship between the West and the rest of 

the world. It is important then to show not only how 

Western civilization has a�ected the rest of the world 

but also how it has been in�uenced and even de�ned 

since its beginnings by contacts with other peoples 

around the world.

Another of my goals was to write a well-balanced 

work in which the political, economic, social, religious, 

intellectual, cultural, and military aspects of Western 

civilization would be integrated into a chronologically 

ordered synthesis. Moreover, I wanted to avoid the 

approach that is quite common in other brief histo-

ries of Western civilization—an approach that makes 

them collections of facts with little continuity from 

section to section. Instead, I sought to keep the story 

in history. Narrative history e�ectively transmits the 

knowledge of the past and is the form that best enables 

students to remember and understand the past. At the 

same time, I have not overlooked the need for the kind 

of historical analysis that makes students aware that 

historians often disagree in their interpretations of 

the past. 

FEATURES OF THE TEXT 
To enliven the past and let readers see for themselves 

the materials that historians use to create their pictures 

of the past, I have included in each chapter primary 
sources (boxed documents) that are keyed to the dis-

cussion in the text. �e documents include examples of 

the religious, artistic, intellectual, social, economic, and 

political aspects of Western life. Such varied sources as 

a description of the life of an upperclass Roman, mar-

riage negotiations in Renaissance Italy, a debate in the 

Reformation era, and the diary of a German soldier at 

Stalingrad all reveal in vivid fashion what Western civi-

lization meant to the individual men and women who 

shaped it by their activities. Questions at the end of 

each source aid students in analyzing the documents.

A second primary source feature, Opposing 
Viewpoints, introduced in the seventh edition, pres-

ents comparisons of two or three primary sources 

along with focus questions to facilitate student analy-

sis of historical documents. A visual feature, Images 
of Everyday Life, combines two or more illustra-

tions with a lengthy caption to provide insight into 

various aspects of social life and includes such topics as 

“Children in the Roman World,” “Entertainment in the 

Middle Ages,” “�e Aristocratic Way of Life,” and “Youth 

Culture in the 1960s.” Another boxed feature, Film & 
History, now appears in a new, brief format that can be 

found in �fteen chapters; the features reference �fteen 

�lms, including the new additions of Su�ragette and �e 
Imitation Game. 

A section entitled “Studying from Primary Source 

Materials” appears in the front of the book to introduce 

students to the language and tools of analyzing histori-

cal evidence—documents, photos, artwork, and maps.

Each chapter has an introduction and an illustrated 
chapter summary to help maintain the continuity of the 

narrative and to provide a synthesis of important themes. 

Anecdotes in the chapter introductions dramatically con-

vey the major theme or themes of each chapter. Detailed 
chronologies reinforce the events discussed in the text, 

and a timeline at the end of each chapter enables stu-

dents to review at a glance the chief developments of an 

era. Some of the timelines also show parallel develop-

ments in di�erent cultures or nations. Also at the end 
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of each chapter, a Chapter Summary and Re�ection 
Questions provide valuable study aids. 

Updated maps and extensive illustrations serve 

to deepen readers’ understanding of the text. Detailed 
map captions are designed to enrich students’ aware-

ness of the importance of geography to history, and 

numerous spot maps enable students to see at a glance 

the region or subject being discussed in the text. Map 

captions also include a map question to guide stu-

dents’ reading of the map. To facilitate understanding 

of cultural movements, illustrations of artistic works 

discussed in the text are placed near the discussions. 

�roughout the text, image captions have been revised 

and expanded to further students’ understanding of 

the past. Chapter outlines and focus questions, 
including critical thinking questions, at the begin-

ning of each chapter give students a useful overview 

and guide them to the main subjects of each chapter. 

�e focus questions are then repeated at the beginning 

of each major section in the chapter. A focus question 

entitled Connections to Today is intended to help 

students appreciate the relevance of history by asking 

them to draw connections between the past and pres-

ent. A glossary of important terms (boldfaced in the 

text when they are introduced and de�ned) is provided 

at the back of the book to maximize reader comprehen-

sion. A guide to pronunciation is now provided in 

the text in parentheses following the �rst mention of a 

complex name or term. Chapter Notes are now at the 

end of each chapter rather than at the end of the book. 

New to This Edition
As preparation for the revision of Western Civilization: A 
Brief History, I re-examined the entire book and analyzed 

the comments and reviews of colleagues who have found 

the book to be a useful instrument for introducing their 

students to the history of Western civilization. In mak-

ing revisions for the tenth edition, I sought to build on the 

strengths of the previous editions and above all to maintain 

the balance, synthesis, and narrative qualities that charac-

terized those editions. To keep up with the ever-growing 

body of historical scholarship, new or revised material has 

been added throughout the book on all the following topics:

Chapter 1 new Historians Debate feature, 

“Why did Early Civilizations Develop?”; possible dis-

covery of new hominids in Indonesia; Neanderthals 

and modern humans; the Lascaux cave; new feature, 

Global Perspectives: “�e Stele in the Ancient World”; 

Hatshepsut’s reign in Egypt.

Chapter 2 the Hebrew Bible, including the 

Documentary Hypothesis; the role of rabbis; the Ten 

Commandments; Assyrian society; Assyrian women; 

new document, “�e Code of Assura”; new B-head sec-

tion “Assyrian Culture.”

Chapter 3 Minoan Crete; Mycenaean Greece; the 

so-called “Dark Age” in Greece; the polis; Greek cul-

tural identity; new feature, Global Perspectives: “�e 

In�uence of the East on the Greeks”; the role of the 

Persian threat for a growing sense of Greek cultural 

identity; growing sense of Greek cultural identity due 

to athletic games.

Chapter 4 new document, “�e Character of 

Alexander”; political and military institutions; new 

feature, Global Perspectives: “�e In�uence of the 

Greeks on India”; new C-head section on “�e Appeal of 

Epicureanism and Stoicism”; Judas Maccabeus. 

Chapter 5 new Historians Debate feature, “Who 

were the Etruscans?”; Aeneas and Romulus and Remus 

and the legendary founding of Rome; citizenship policy 

and the Roman army; Roman imperialism; edited cover-

age of Roman slavery.

Chapter 6 revolts against Roman rule during the 

Pax Romana; new Historians Debate feature, “What 

was Romanization?”; the provinces; contacts with Han 

China; trade with India; revolts against Roman role in 

Judaea; new feature, Global Perspectives: “Women in 

the Roman and Han Empires.”

Chapter 7 the emperor Constantine; the early 

Germans; the Ostrogothic Kingdom of Italy; the 

Visigothic Kindom of Spain; new C-head section “�e 

Growing Wealth of Monasteries.”

Chapter 8 new feature, Global Perspectives: 

“Lords, Vassals, and Samurai in Europe and Japan”; the 

manorial system; new document, “A Manor House”; 

Empress Irene; new C-head sections “Women in the 

Islamic World” and “�e Culture of Islam.”

Chapter 9 the role of agriculture in the develop-

ment of trade in the High Middle Ages; the Commercial 

Revolution of the High Middle Ages; new feature, 

Global Perspectives: “Medieval Cities in West and East”; 

universities and the introduction of Aristotle’s works in 

the West.

Chapter 10 Bernard of Clairvaux; monasticism; 

new feature, Global Perspectives: “Medieval Monastic 

Life in West and East”; new document, “�e Miraculous 

Power of the Sacraments”; new Historians Debate fea-

ture, “What Motivated the Crusaders?”; the Fourth 

Crusade; the e�ects of the crusades.

Chapter 11 the longbow; the battles of the 

Hundred Years’ War; new document, “�e Hundred 
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Years’ War”; the Babylonian Captivity of the church; 

the Great Schism and popular religion; new material on 

Petrarch.

Chapter 12 the Hanseatic League and the city of 

Lübeck; Florence in the Renaissance; the spiritual per-

spective of Italian Renaissance humanism; new docu-

ment, “�e Genius of Michelangelo”; Albrecht Dürer.

Chapter 13 Erasmus; the spread of Luther’s 

ideas; new document, “Calvin’s Rules for the Church in 

Geneva.” 

Chapter 14 the Aztecs; Spanish cities in the New 

World; new feature, Global Perspectives: “West Meets 

East: An Exchange of Royal Letters”; Mughal India; 

British India; the Columbian Exchange.

Chapter 15 new material on women and witch-

craft; new document, “�e Destruction of Magdeburg in 

the �irty Years’ War”; new feature, Global Perspectives: 

“Sun Kings: West and East”; Peter the Great.

Chapter 16 technological innovations; Hermetic 

magic and the Scienti�c Revolution; Vesalius; Harvey 

and medical practice.

Chapter 17 John Locke; Rococo art and archi-

tecteure; new feature, Global Perspectives: “Popular 

Culture in the West and East”; toleration and religion.

Chapter 18 Frederick II of Prussia; Joseph II of 

Austria; new B-head section “�e New Consumer.”

 Chapter 19 the �ree Estates; French �nances; 

the formation of political factions; new document, 

“Response to the King’s Flight to Varennes”; the �ight 

to Varennes; the Terror.

Chapter 20 new document, “�e Steam Engine 

and Cotton”; early railroads; industrialization and Great 

Exhibition of 1851 in Britain; British policies in India; 

new feature, Global Perspectives: “Attitudes of the 

Industrial Middle Class in Britain and Japan.”

Chapter 21 the French Revolution of 1830; Great 

Britain; the Revolutions of 1848; Romanticism; new 

document, “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music.”

Chapter 22 the Crimean War; the Franco-Prussian 

War; Victorian Britain; Realism in art.

Chapter 23 economic growth; new feature, Global 

Perspectives: “West and East: Textile Factory Work”; the 

social classes; mass tourism; new document, “Women’s 

Soccer, 1881.”

Chapter 24 new feature, Global Perspectives: 

“Impressionist Painting: West and East”; Modernism 

and the arts; new Film & History feature on Su�ragette; 

the United States; imperialism.

Chapter 25 new material in the Introduction; 

new document, “�e Reality of War: �e Views of 

British Poets”; life in the trenches; new feature, Global 

Perspectives, “Soldiers from Around the World”; the 

November armistice; the Treaty of Versailles.

Chapter 26 the colonial empires; Nazi Germany; 

new document, “Spain in Turmoil: A View from 

Barcelona”; arts, �lm, and culture; new C-head section 

on “�e Culture of Nazism.”

Chapter 27 naval battles, including Battle of 

North Atlanic and Battle of Leyte Gulf; resistance move-

ments; new feature, Global Perspectives: “�e Impact of 

Total War in West and East”; new B-head section, “�e 

Impact of Technology”; new Film & History feature on 

�e Imitation Game.
Chapter 28 decolonization in Africa; decoloniza-

tion in the Middle East and Asia; France; Great Britain.

Chapter 29 the European economy; new docu-

ment, “Margaret �atcher: ‘�atcherism’ and the Free 

Market”; Italy; the United States economy.

Chapter 30 Russia; Eastern Europe; Germany; Great 

Britain; France; Italy; the United States; Canada; new 

document, “�e West and Islam”; new C-head sections, 

“Terrorism as a Global War” and “Migration Crisis”; new 

B-head sections, “�e New Urban Environment,” “�e 

Digital Age,” “Art in the Contemporary World,” and “Music 

since 1985”; technology; religion; new feature, Global 

Perspectives: “�e New Global Economy: Fast Fashion.”

�e enthusiastic response to the primary sources (boxed 

documents) led me to evaluate the content of each 

document carefully and add new documents through-

out the text, including new comparative documents in 

the feature called Opposing Viewpoints. �is feature 

has been expanded and now appears in most chapters. 

�e extensive collection of maps and images, a long-

time feature of the text, are now all numbered for easy 

reference.

New to the tenth edition is a feature entitled 

Global Perspectives, which reinforces the relation-

ship between the West and other parts of the world. 

�is new feature, which is found in sixteen chapters, 

includes such topics as “�e Stele in the Ancient World,” 

“Women in the Roman and Han Empires,” “Medieval 

Monastic Life in the West and East,” Sun Kings: West 

and East,” “West and East: Textile Factory Work,” and 

“�e New Global Economy: Fast Fashion.”

New historiographical sections, now titled 

Historians Debate, examine how and why historians 

di�er in their interpretation of speci�c topics. New exam-

ples include “Why did Early Civilizations Develop?”; 

“Who were the Etruscans?”; “What was Romanization?”; 

“What were the E�ects of the Crusades?”; and “Catholic 

Reformation or Counter-Reformation?” 
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Because courses in Western civilization at American 

and Canadian colleges and universities follow di�er-

ent chronological divisions, the text is available in both 

one-volume and two-volume versions to �t the needs 

of instructors. Teaching and learning ancillaries include 

the following. 

Instructor Resources 
 MindTap for Western Civilization: A Brief 

History 10e is a �exible, online learning platform that 

provides students with a relevant and engaging learning 

experience that builds their critical thinking skills and 

fosters their argumentation and analysis skills. �rough a 

carefully designed chapter-based learning path, MindTap 

supports students as they develop historical understand-

ing, improve their reading and writing skills, and practice 

critical thinking by making connections between ideas. 

Students read sections of the ebook and take Check 

Your Understanding quizzes that test their reading 

comprehension. �ey put higher-level critical thinking 

skills into practice to complete chapter tests. �ey also 

use these skills to analyze textual and visual primary 

sources in each chapter through an autograded image 

primary source activity and a manually graded short 

essay in which students write comparatively about mul-

tiple primary sources.  

Beyond the chapter-level content, students can 

increase their comfort in analyzing primary sources 

through thematically-organized primary source auto-

graded activities that span the text. �ey also practice 

synthesizing their knowledge and articulating what 

they have learned through responding to essay prompts 

that span broader themes in the book.

MindTap also allows instructors to customize their 

content, providing tools that seamlessly integrate 

YouTube clips, outside websites, and personal con-

tent directly into the learning path. Instructors can 

assign additional primary source content through the 

Instructor Resource Center and Questia, primary- and 

secondary-source databases located on the MindTap 

app dock that house thousands of peer-reviewed jour-

nals, newspapers, magazines, and books.

�e additional content available in MindTap mir-

rors and complements the authors’ narrative, but also 

includes primary-source content and assessments 

not found in the printed text. To learn more, ask your 

Cengage sales representative to demo it for you—or go 

to www.cengage.com/mindtap.

Instructor’s Companion Website. �e Instructor’s 

Companion Website, accessed through the Instructor 

Resource Center (login.cengage.com), houses all of the 

supplemental materials you can use for your course. 

�is includes a Test Bank, Instructor’s Manual, and 

PowerPoint Lecture Presentations. �e Test Bank con-

tains essay, multiple-choice, true-or-false, and his-

torical identi�cation questions for each chapter. �e 

Instructor’s Resource Manual includes instructional 

objectives and focus questions, chapter summaries, 

suggested lecture topics, map exercises, discussion 

questions for the primary sources, topics for student 

research, relevant websites, suggestions for additional 

videos, and online resources for information on his-

torical sites. Finally, the PowerPoint Lectures are ADA-

compliant slides that collate the key takeaways from the 

chapter in concise visual formats perfect for in-class 

presentations or for student review.

Cengage.com/student Save your students time and 

money. Direct them to www.cengage.com/student for a 

choice in formats and savings and a better chance to suc-

ceed in your class. Cengage.com/student, Cengage’s online 

store, is a single destination for more than 10,000 new 

textbooks, ebooks study tools, and audio supplements. 

Students have the freedom to purchase à la carte exactly 

what they need when they need it. Students can save up 

to 70% o� on the ebook electronic textbook.

 We now o�er CENGAGE UNLIMITED, 

the �rst-of-its-kind digital subscription 

designed speci�cally to lower costs. Students get every-

thing Cengage has to o�er—in one place.  For $119.99 

per term (or $179.99 per year), students have access to:

 ● Award-winning products proven to boost outcomes 

and increase engagement
 ● Over 20,000 digital products, covering 70 disciplines 

and 675 courses
 ● A free print rental with any activated digital learning 

product (like MindTap)
 ● Dozens of study guides matched to the most com-

mon college courses
 ● Twelve-month free access for up to six ebooks

Currently available in selected markets. For more  

information, please contact your local Learning 

Consultant or visit cengage.com/unlimited 

Learn more at Cengage.com about books that build 

skills in doing history including: 

 ● Doing History: Research and Writing in the Digital Age, 
2e (ISBN: 9781133587880) Prepared by Michael J. 

Galgano, J. Chris Arndt, and Raymond M. Hyser of 

James Madison University. 
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 ● Writing for College History, 1e (ISBN: 9780618306039) 

Prepared by Robert M. Frakes of Clarion University. 

 ● The Modern Researcher, 6e (ISBN: 9780495318705) 

Prepared by Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Graff of 

Columbia University. 

Reader Program Cengage publishes a number of 

readers. Some contain exclusively primary sources, 

others are devoted to essays and secondary sources, 

and still others provide a combination of primary and 

secondary sources. All of these readers are designed to 

guide students through the process of historical inquiry. 

Visit www.cengage.com/history for a complete list of 

readers.

Custom Options Nobody knows your students like 

you, so why not give them a text that is tailor-fit to 

their needs? Cengage o�ers custom solutions for your 

course—whether it’s making a small modification to 

Western Civilization: A Brief History 10e, to match your 

syllabus or combining multiple sources to create some-

thing truly unique. Contact your Cengage representative 

to explore custom solutions for your course.
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detailed suggestions on women’s history. Daniel Haxall 

of Kutztown University provided valuable assistance 

with materials on postwar art, popular culture, postmod-

ern art and thought, and the digital age. I am especially 

grateful to Kathryn Spielvogel for her work as editorial 

associate for Chapters 15–30. �anks to Cengage’s com-

prehensive review process, many historians were asked 

to evaluate my manuscript and review each edition. I am 

grateful to the following for the innumerable suggestions 

that have greatly improved my work: 

I would like to thank the many teachers and students 

who have used previous editions of Western Civilization: 
A Brief History. I am grati�ed by their enthusiastic 

response to a textbook that was intended to put the 

story back in history and capture the imagination of the 

reader. I especially thank the many teachers and students 

who made the e�ort to contact me personally to share 

their enthusiasm. I am deeply grateful to John Soares 

for his assistance in preparing the map captions and to 

Charmarie Blaisdell of Northeastern University for her 
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CIVILIZATION, AS HISTORIANS DEFINE IT, �rst emerged 

between �ve and six thousand years ago when people in 

di�erent parts of the world began to live in organized 

communities with distinct political, military, economic, 

and social structures. Religious, intellectual, and artis-

tic activities assumed important roles in these early 

societies. �e focus of this book is on Western civiliza-

tion, a civilization that many people identify with the 

continent of Europe. 

Defining Western Civilization

Western civilization itself has evolved considerably 

over the centuries. Although the concept of the West 

did not yet exist at the time of the Mesopotamians and 

Egyptians, their development of writing, their draft-

ing of law codes, and their practice of di�erent roles 

based on gender all eventually in�uenced what became 

Western civilization. Although the Greeks did not con-

ceive of Western civilization as a cultural entity, their 

artistic, intellectual, and political contributions were 

crucial to the foundations of Western civilization. �e 

Romans produced a remarkable series of accomplish-

ments that were fundamental to the development of 

Western civilization, a civilization that came to consist 

largely of lands in Europe conquered by the Romans, in 

which Roman cultural and political ideals were gradually 

spread. Nevertheless, people in these early civilizations 

viewed themselves as subjects of states or empires, not 

as members of Western civilization.

With the rise of Christianity during the late Roman 

Empire, however, peoples in Europe began to identify 

themselves as part of a civilization di�erent from other 

civilizations, such as that of Islam, leading to a concept 

of a Western civilization di�erent from other civiliza-

tions. In the �fteenth century, Renaissance intellec-

tuals began to identify this civilization not only with 

Christianity but also with the intellectual and political 

achievements of the ancient Greeks and Romans.

Important to the development of the idea of a dis-

tinct Western civilization were encounters with other 

peoples. Between 700 and 1500, encounters with the 

world of Islam helped de�ne the West. But after 1500, 

as European ships began to move into other parts of 

the world, encounters with peoples in Asia, Africa, and 

the Americas not only had an impact on the civiliza-

tions found there but also a�ected how people in the 

West de�ned themselves. At the same time, as they set 

up colonies, Europeans began to transplant a sense of 

Western identity to other areas of the world, especially 

North America and parts of Latin America, that have 

come to be considered part of Western civilization.

As the concept of Western civilization has evolved 

over the centuries, so have the values and unique fea-

tures associated with that civilization. Science played a 

crucial role in the development of modern Western civi-

lization. �e societies of the Greeks, the Romans, and 

the medieval Europeans were based largely on a belief in 

the existence of a spiritual order; a dramatic departure 

to a natural or material view of the universe occurred in 

the seventeenth-century Scienti�c Revolution. Science 

and technology have been important in the growth of 

today’s modern and largely secular Western civilization, 

although antecedents to scienti�c development also 

existed in Greek and medieval thought and practice, 

and religion remains an important component of the 

Western world today.

Many historians have viewed the concept of politi-

cal liberty, belief in the fundamental value of every 

individual, and a rational outlook based on a system of 

logical, analytical thought as unique aspects of Western 

civilization. Of course, the West has also witnessed hor-

rendous negations of liberty, individualism, and rea-

son. Racism, slavery, violence, world wars, totalitarian 

regimes—these, too, form part of the complex story of 

what constitutes Western civilization. 

The Dating of Time

In our examination of Western civilization, we also need 

to be aware of the dating of time. In recording the past, 

historians try to determine the exact time when events 

occurred. World War II in Europe, for example, began 

on September 1, 1939, when Hitler sent German troops 

into Poland, and ended on May 7, 1945, when Germany 

surrendered. By using dates, historians can place events 

in order and try to determine the development of pat-

terns over periods of time.

INTRODUCTION TO STUDENTS  
OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION

xxviii 

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



years, and a millennium is one thousand years. �us 

“the fourth century b.c.e.” refers to the fourth period 

of one hundred years counting backward from the  

year 1, the beginning of the common era. Since the �rst 

century b.c.e. would be the years 100 b.c.e. to 1 b.c.e., 

the fourth century B.C.E. would be the years 400 b.c.e. to 

301 B.C.E. We could say, then, that an event in 350 B.C.E. 

took place in the fourth century b.c.e.

Similarly, the “fourth century C.E.” refers to the 

fourth period of one hundred years after the begin-

ning of the common era. Since the �rst period of one 

hundred years would be the years 1 to 100, the fourth 

period or fourth century would be the years 301 to 400. 

We could say, then, that an event in 350 took place in 

the fourth century. Likewise, the �rst millennium b.c.e. 

refers to the years 1000 b.c.e. to 1 b.c.e.; the second 

millennium C.E. refers to the years 1001 to 2000.

The dating of events can also vary from people 

to people. Most people in the Western world use 

the Western calendar, also known as the Gregorian 

calendar after Pope Gregory XIII, who refined it in 

1582. The Hebrew calendar uses a different system 

in which the year 1 is the equivalent of the Western 

year 3760 b.c.e., considered to be the date of the cre-

ation of the world according to the Bible. Thus, the 

Western year 2018 is the year 5778 on the Hebrew 

calendar. The Islamic calendar begins year 1 on the 

day Muhammad fled Mecca, which is the year 622 on 

the Western calendar. 

If someone asked you when you were born, you 

would reply with a number, such as 2000. In the 

United States, we would all accept that number with-

out question because it is part of the dating system fol-

lowed in the Western world (Europe and the Western 

Hemisphere). In this system, events are dated by count-

ing backward or forward from the year 1. When the 

system was �rst devised, the year 1 was assumed to be 

the year of the birth of Jesus, and the abbreviations 

B.C. (before Christ) and A.D. (for the Latin words anno 
Domini, meaning “in the year of the Lord”) were used  

to refer to the periods before and after the birth of Jesus, 

respectively. Historians now generally refer to the year 

1 in nonreligious terms as the beginning of the “com-

mon era.” �e abbreviations b.c.e. (before the common 

era) and C.E. (common era) are used instead of B.C. and 

A.D., although the years are the same. �us, an event 

that took place four hundred years before the year 1 

would be dated 400 b.c.e. (before the common era)—or 

the date could be expressed as 400 B.C. Dates after the 

year 1 are labeled C.E. �us, an event that took place two 

hundred years after the year 1 would be dated 200 C.E. 

(common era), or the date could be written as A.D. 200. 

It could also be written simply as 200, just as you would 

not give your birth year as 2000 C.E. but simply as 2000. 

In keeping with the current usage by most historians, 

this book will use the abbreviations B.c.e. and C.E.

Historians also make use of other terms to refer to 

time. A decade is ten years, a century is one hundred 

Astronomers investigate the universe through tele-

scopes. Biologists study the natural world by collect-

ing plants and animals in the �eld and then examining 

them with microscopes. Sociologists and psychologists 

study human behavior through observation and con-

trolled laboratory experiments.

Historians study the past by examining histori-

cal “evidence” or “source” materials—church or town 

records, letters, treaties, advertisements, paintings, 

menus, literature, buildings, clothing—anything and 

everything written or created by our ancestors that give 

clues about their lives and the times in which they lived.

Historians refer to written material as “documents.” 

Excerpts of more than 150 documents—some in 

shaded boxes and others in the text narrative itself— 

appear in every chapter of this textbook. Each chapter 

also includes several photographs of buildings, paint-

ings, and other kinds of historical evidence.

As you read each chapter, the more you examine all 

this “evidence,” the more you will understand the main 

ideas of the course. �is introduction to studying his-

torical evidence, along with the visual summaries at the 

end of each chapter, will help you learn how to look at 

evidence the way historians do. 

Source Material Comes in Two Main Types: Primary 

and Secondary

Primary evidence is material that comes to us exactly 

as it left the pen of the person who wrote it. Letters 

between King Louis XIV of France and the king of 

Tonkin (now Vietnam) are primary evidence (p. 329). 

So is the court transcript of a witchcraft trial in France 

(p. 345), or a diagram of the solar system drawn by 

Copernicus (p. 375).

Secondary evidence is an account by someone about 

the life or activity of someone else. A story about Abraham 

STUDYING FROM PRIMARY SOURCE MATERIALS
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“Reading” and Studying Photographs and Artwork 

�is book pays close attention to primary source and 

written documents, but contemporary illustrations can 

also be analyzed to provide an understanding of a his-

torical period.

A historian might ask questions about a painting 

like the one above to learn more about life in a medi-

eval town. �e more you study and learn about medieval 

social history, the more information this painting will 

reveal. To help you look at and interpret art like a histo-

rian, ask yourself the following questions:

1. By looking closely at just the buildings, what do 

you learn about the nature of the medieval town 

dwellings and the allotment of space within the 

town? Why were medieval towns arranged in this 

fashion? Why would this differ from modern urban 

planning?

2. Based on the various activities shown, what kinds 

of groups would you expect to find in a medieval 

town? What do you learn about medieval methods 

of production? How do they differ from modern 

methods of production? What difference would 

this make in the nature of community organiza-

tion and life?

3. Based on what the people in the street are wear-

ing, what do you think their economic status was? 

Would that be typical of a medieval town? Why or 

why not?

4. What do you think the artist who created this piece 

was trying to communicate about life in a medieval 

Lincoln written by his secretary of war would give us pri-

mary source information about Lincoln by someone who 

knew him. Re�ections about Lincoln’s presidency writ-

ten by a historian might give us insights into how, for 

example, Lincoln governed during wartime. But because 

the historian did not know Lincoln in person, we would 

consider this a secondary source of information about 

Lincoln. Secondary sources such as historical essays (and 

textbooks such as this one) can therefore by very helpful 

in understanding the past. But it is important to remem-

ber that a secondary source can reveal as much about its 

author as it does about its subject. 

Reading Documents 

We will turn to a speci�c document in a moment and 

analyze it in some detail. For now, however, the follow-

ing are a few basic things to be aware of—and to ask 

yourself—as you read any written document.

1. Who wrote it? The author of the textbook answers 

this question for you at the beginning of each doc-

ument in the book. But your instructors may give 

you other documents to read, and the authorship 

of each document is the first question you need to 

answer.

2. What do we know about the author of the docu-

ment? The more you know about the author, the 

more meaningful and reliable the information you 

can extract from the document.

3. Is it a primary or secondary document?

4. When was the document written?

5. What is the purpose of the document? Closely tied 

to the question of document type is the document’s 

purpose. A work of fiction might have been writ-

ten to entertain, whereas an official document was 

written to convey a particular law or decree to sub-

jects, citizens, or believers.

6. Who was the intended audience? A play is meant 

to be performed by actors on a stage before a group 

of onlookers, whereas Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five 

Theses were posted publicly and intended to be 

seen by ordinary citizens.

7. Can you detect a bias in this document? As the two 

documents on the siege of Jerusalem (p. 235) sug-

gest, firsthand accounts of the Crusades written by 

Christians and Muslims tend to differ. Each may be 

“accurate” as far as the writer is concerned, but your 

job as a historian is to decide whether this written 

evidence gives a reliable account of what happened. 

You cannot always believe everything you read, but 

the more you read, the more you can decide what is, 

in fact, accurate. 

Medieval Town  

B
ib

li
o
th

é
q
u
e
 d

e
 l
’A

rs
e
n
a
l,
 P

a
ri

s/
/S

n
a
rk

/A
rt

 R
e
so

u
rc

e
, 

N
Y

xxx  ■  Introduction to Students of Western Civilization

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



this is not misleading or wrong. But if an “N” arrow 

does not appear on the map, be sure you know 

where north is.

“Political” information tends to change a great deal: 

maps may change after a major war if the winners take 

more territory, for example. “Physical” information 

changes slowly: latitude, rivers, distances, and the like 

do not change or generally change very slowly.

In addition, many maps include information about 

the spread of disease, the location of cathedrals and uni-

versities, trade routes, and any number of other things. 

�ere is no real limit to the kinds of information a map 

can show, and the more information a map can display 

clearly, the more useful it is. Any good map will include 

a “legend” stating the information that makes the map 

useful. �e more detailed the map, the more informa-

tion the mapmaker should provide in the legend.

Again, note that only the oceans, large bodies of 

water, and rivers—the “physical” features in a map— 

really exist in nature. �ey are relatively changeless. All 

other features on a map are made up and change fairly 

often. �e maps you see on the next page all show the 

same familiar “boot” we call Italy. But all or part of this 

landmass has also been called Latium, Campania, the 

duchy of Benevento, the Papal States, the kingdom of 

the Two Sicilies, Tuscany, Lombardy, Piedmont, and 

Savoy. Populations and place names change; mountains 

and oceans do not, at least not much. Whenever you 

have trouble �nding a region or a place on a map, look 

for a permanent feature to get your bearings.

In addition to kingdoms, cities, and mountains, 

maps can show the physical proximity of any two or 

more ideas, movements, or developments. Map 10.6 

(p. 234) shows the routes of several crusades of the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries. Note that the legend 

associates the color of a crusade’s route (shown as 

a line) with its duration in years. �is map makes it 

possible to see a number of useful things at a glance 

that could take several maps to describe, including the 

following:

1. Where each crusade began. (Note the places that 

send the most crusades and those that send none.)

2. How far each crusade traveled. (Note the mileage 

key.) 

3. Which route each crusade took. (Why did no 

Crusaders make the trip only on land?)

4. How much time passed between the end of one cru-

sade and the beginning of another. (Did the rate of 

Crusades accelerate or slow down over time? What 

does this suggest?) 

town? Based on your knowledge of medieval towns, 

would you agree with the artist’s assessment? Why 

or why not?

5. What do you think was the social class of the art-

ist? Why? 

Reading and Studying Maps

Historical events do not just “happen”; they happen in a 

speci�c place. It is important to learn all you can about 

that place, and a good map can help you do this.

Your textbook includes several kinds of maps. �e 

map of Europe on pages xl and xli before Chapter 1 is 

a good place to start. Map basics include taking care to 

read and understand every label on whatever map you 

study. �e map of Europe has labels for six kinds of 

information. Each of the following is important:

1. Names of countries.

2. Names of major cities.

3. Names of oceans and large bodies of water.

4. Names of rivers.

5. Longitude and latitude. Lines of longitude extend 

from the North Pole to the South Pole; one such 

line intersects Iceland in the top left (or northwest) 

corner of the map. Lines of latitude circle the globe 

east to west and intersect lines of longitude. These 

imaginary lines place countries and oceans in their 

approximate setting on the face of the earth. Not 

every map includes latitude and longitude.

6. Mileage scale. A mileage scale shows how far apart, 

in miles and kilometers, each location is from other 

locations.

Most Maps Include Three Basic Types of Information

1. The boundaries of countries, cities, empires, and 

other kinds of “political” information. A good map 

shows each political division in a different color to 

make them all easy to find. The color of each region 

or country is the decision of the mapmaker (also 

known as a cartographer).

2. Mountains, oceans, rivers, and other “physical” or 

“topographic” information. The mountains on this 

kind of map have been rendered by the cartogra-

pher: Switzerland and Norway are mountainous; 

Germany and Belarus are relatively flat.

3. Latitude, longitude, a mileage scale, and other 

information. These elements help the reader place 

the information in some kind of context. Some 

maps include an “N” with an arrow that points 

north. Most maps show northern areas (Alaska, 

Norway, etc.) at the top. A map that does not do 
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Another kind of invasion appears in Map 11.1  

(p. 243). �is map shows the steady progress of the 

Black Death from the Black Sea and the Mediterranean 

north and west through Europe. Using the legend, �nd 

the shade of color that corresponds to the �rst outbreak 

of plague, in December 1347, and follow the spread of 

disease, shown here in six-month intervals, as you fol-

low the colors northward.

�e documents on p. 242 give a sense of how con-

temporaries tried to explain the plague, and the image 

on p. 244 vividly illustrates how some people responded 

to the horrors of the plague. Map 11.1 brings to mind 

another aspect of this horror by tracking the plague’s 

ruthless and irresistible advance, month by month, year 

by year. �e more information you can gather from the 

map, the more the document and illustrations can tell 

you about the horrors of the plague.

A happier kind of movement, the advance of learn-

ing, appears in Map 9.3 (p. 205). For this map, it is 

important to identify the symbols for universities 

and schools and to see where they appear on the map. 

Because education does not tend to move as a wave, as 

the plague did, each symbol represents a place where 

learning �ourished more than it did in places without a 

symbol of some kind. 

Map 11.1 makes it clear that the plague began in one 

part of Europe and touched nearly every region as it 

passed through it. Map 9.3 shows that education works 

di�erently; some people have better access to it than 
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5. Which Crusaders actually made it to the eastern 

Mediterranean and which did not. (Consider any 

correlation between route and timing.)

6. The names of the crusader states themselves.
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the same way? If not, why does he identify more 

with a fellow king than with a fellow Frenchman?

2. How often do you imagine that the king of France 

had to persuade people to do what he wanted rather 

than order them to do so? Who might the people 

that he had to persuade have been?

3. Note that Louis uses what is referred to as the “royal we,” 

referring to himself in the plural. When does the king of 

Tonkin refer to himself in the singular (“he,” “my”), and 

when does he refer to himself in the plural (“we”)?

4. Why does Louis say that he is writing at that par-

ticular time rather than earlier (lines 15–21)?

5. Why does Louis say that Christian missionar-

ies will be good for Tonkin and its people (lines 

32–38)? What reason in Louis’s own letter makes 

you wonder if converting the people of Tonkin to 

Christianity is “the one thing in the world which 

we desire most”?

6. Does the king of Tonkin seem pleased to hear from 

Louis and to receive his request (lines 49–60)? How 

does he refer to the gift Louis offers him?

7. Louis mentions his gratitude for the good treat-

ment of some French subjects when they were “in 

your realm.” What do you think these Frenchmen 

were doing there? Do you think they were invited, or 

did they arrive on their own? How does the king of 

Tonkin respond when Louis mentions his apprecia-

tion for the “protection” they were accorded (lines 

61–65)? Protection from what, do you suppose?

8. What reason does the king of Tonkin give for refus-

ing Louis’s offer of Christian missionaries (lines 

67–73)? He takes care to explain to Louis that 

“without fidelity [to edicts] nothing is stable.” What 

does this suggest about the king of Tonkin’s atti-

tude toward Louis and the “incomparable blessing” 

of faith in the Christian god? How many French 

people (or Europeans, for that matter) is the king of 

Tonkin likely to have met? What French person or 

persons might have already expressed to the king 

the ideas that Louis offers?

9. Compare the final lines of each letter. What sig-

nificance do you draw from the fact that Louis 

names the day, month, year, and location in which 

he writes? Apart from later historians, to whom 

in particular would this information be of great-

est interest? What is the significance of the king of 

Tonkin’s closing line?

If you can propose thoughtful answers to these ques-

tions, you will have come to know the material very well 

and should be ready for whatever examinations and 

papers await you in your course. 

others. Your job as a historian is to recognize this and 

then to �gure out why. 

Putting It Together: Reading and Studying Documents, 

Supported by Images

Learning to read a document is no di�erent from learn-

ing to read a restaurant menu. �e more you practice, 

the quicker your eyes will �nd the lobster and pastries. 

Let Us Explore a Pair of Primary Sources

As the introduction to the reading on the next page 

makes clear, King Louis XIV of France is writing the king 

of Tonkin to ask permission to send Christian mission-

aries to Southeast Asia. But this exchange of letters tells 

a great deal more than that.

Before you read this document, take a careful look 

at this portrait of Louis XIV. As this image makes clear, 

Louis lived during an age of �ourishes and excess. Among 

many other questions, including some that appear later, 

you may ask yourself how Louis’s manner of speaking 

re�ects the public presentation you see in his portrait.

Your textbook does not show a corresponding por-

trait of the king of Tonkin, but you might try to create a 

picture of him in your mind as you read this response to 

the letter he receives from his fellow ruler.

�e following questions about this document are the 

kinds of questions your instructor would ask about the 

document.

1. Why does Louis refer to the king of Tonkin, whom 

he never met, as his “very dear and good friend” (line 

2)? Do you think that this French king would begin a 

conversation with, say, a French shopkeeper in quite 

King Louis XIV 
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A Letter to the King of Tonkin from Louis XIV

Most high, most excellent, most mighty and most 

magnanimous Prince, our very dear and good friend, may it 

please God to increase your greatness with a happy end!

We hear from our subjects who were in your Realm 

what protection you accorded them. We appreciate this 

all the more since we have for you all the esteem that one 

can have for a prince as illustrious through his military 

valor as he is commendable for the justice which he 

exercises in his Realm. We have even been informed 

that you have not been satisfied to extend this general 

protection to our subjects but, in particular, that you gave 

effective proofs of it to Messrs. Deydier and de Bourges. 

We would have wished that they might have been able 

to recognize all the favors they received from you by 

having presents worthy of you offered you; but since the 

war which we have had for several years, in which all of 

Europe had banded together against us, prevented our 

vessels from going to the Indies, at the present time, 

when we are at peace after having gained many victories 

and expanded our Realm through the conquest of several 

important places, we have immediately given orders to 

the Royal Company to establish itself in your kingdom as 

soon as possible, and have commanded Messrs. Deydier 

and de Bourges to remain with you in order to maintain 

a good relationship between our subjects and yours, also 

to warn us on occasions that might present themselves 

when we might be able to give you proofs of our esteem 

and of our wish to concur with your satisfaction as well as 

with your best interests.

By way of initial proof, we have given orders to have 

brought to you some presents which we believe might be 

agreeable to you. But the one thing in the world which we 

desire most, both for you and for your Realm, would be to 

obtain for your subjects who have already embraced the 

law of the only true God of heaven and earth, the freedom 

to profess it, since this law is the highest, the noblest, 

the most sacred and especially the most suitable to have 

kings reign absolutely over the people.

We are even quite convinced that, if you knew the 

truths and the maxims which it teaches, you would 
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give first of all to your subjects the glorious example of 

embracing it. We wish you this incomparable blessing 

together with a long and happy reign, and we pray God 

that it may please Him to augment your greatness with the 

happiest of endings.

Written at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, the 10th day of January, 1681, 

Your very dear and good friend,

Louis 

Answer from the King of Tonkin to Louis XIV

The King of Tonkin sends to the King of France a letter to 

express to him his best sentiments, saying that he was happy 

to learn that fidelity is a durable good of man and that justice 

is the most important of things. Consequently practicing of 

fidelity and justice cannot but yield good results. Indeed, 

though France and our Kingdom differ as to mountains, 

rivers, and boundaries, if fidelity and justice reign among 

our villages, our conduct will express all of our good feelings 

and contain precious gifts. Your communication, which 

comes from a country which is a thousand leagues away, 

and which proceeds from the heart as a testimony of your 

sincerity, merits repeated consideration and infinite praise. 

Politeness toward strangers is nothing unusual in our country. 

There is not a stranger who is not well received by us. How 

then could we refuse a man from France, which is the most 

celebrated among the kingdoms of the world and which for 

love of us wishes to frequent us and bring us merchandise? 

These feelings of fidelity and justice are truly worthy to be 

applauded. As regards your wish that we should cooperate 

in propagating your religion, we do not dare to permit it, 

for there is an ancient custom, introduced by edicts, which 

formally forbids it. Now, edicts are promulgated only to be 

carried out faithfully; without fidelity nothing is stable. How 

could we disdain a well-established custom to satisfy a 

private friendship?...

We beg you to understand well that this is our 

communication concerning our mutual acquaintance. This 

then is my letter. We send you herewith a modest gift, which 

we offer you with a glad heart.

This letter was written at the beginning of winter and on 

a beautiful day. 
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religions, customs, and methods of doing business. �e 

many years of peace that the Persian Empire brought 

to the Near East facilitated trade and the general 

well-being of its peoples. Many Near Eastern peoples 

expressed gratitude for being subjects of the Great 

Kings of Persia.

�e Israelites were one of these peoples. Never 

numerous, they created no 

empire and were dominated by 

the Assyrians, Chaldeans, and 

Persians. Nevertheless, they left 

a spiritual legacy that in�uenced 

much of the later development of Western civilization. 

�e evolution of Hebrew monotheism (belief in  

a single god) created in Judaism one of the world’s 

great religions; it in�uenced the development of both 

Christianity and Islam. When we speak of the Judeo-

Christian heritage of Western civilization, we refer 

not only to the concept of monotheism but also to ideas 

of law, morality, and social justice that have become 

important parts of Western culture.

On the western fringes of the Persian Empire, 

another relatively small group of people, the Greeks, 

were creating cultural and political ideals that would 

also have an important impact on Western civilization. 

�e �rst Greek civilization, known as the Mycenaean, 

took shape around 1600 b.c.e. and fell to new Greek-

speaking invaders �ve hundred years later. By the 

eighth century  b.c.e., the polis or city-state had become 

the chief focus of Greek life. Loyalty to the polis created 

a close-knit community but also divided Greece into a 

host of independent states, two of which, Sparta and 

Athens, became the most important. �ey were very 

di�erent, however. Sparta created a closed, highly disci-

plined society, whereas Athens moved toward an open, 

democratic civilization.

�e classical age in Greece (ca. 500–338 b.c.e.) 

began with a mighty confrontation between the Greeks 

and the Persian Empire. After their victory over the 

Persians, the Greeks began to divide into two large alli-

ances, one headed by Sparta and the other by Athens. 

Athens created a naval empire and �ourished during 

the age of Pericles, but fear of Athens led to the Great 

ALTHOUGH EARLY CIVILIZATIONS emerged in di�er-

ent parts of the world, we begin our story of Western 

civilization with the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, 

who developed cities and struggled with the problems 

of organized states. �ey devel-

oped writing to keep records 

and created literature. They 

constructed monumental archi-

tecture to please their gods, sym-

bolize their power, and preserve 

their culture. �ey developed political, military, social, 

and religious structures to deal with the basic prob-

lems of human existence and organization. �ese �rst 

literate civilizations left detailed records that allow us to 

view how they grappled with three of the fundamen-

tal problems that humans have pondered: the nature 

of human relationships, the nature of the universe, 

and the role of divine forces in the cosmos. Although 

later peoples in Western civilization would provide dif-

ferent answers from those of the Mesopotamians and 

Egyptians, it was they who �rst posed the questions, 

gave answers, and wrote them down. Human memory 

begins with these two civilizations.

By 1500 b.c.e., much of the creative impulse 

of the Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations was 

beginning to wane. �e entry of new peoples known 

as Indo-Europeans who moved into Asia Minor and 

Anatolia (modern Turkey) led to the creation of a 

Hittite kingdom that entered into con�ict with the 

Egyptians. �e invasion of the Sea Peoples around 1200 

b.c.e., however, destroyed the Hittites, severely weak-

ened the Egyptians, and created a power vacuum that 

allowed a patchwork of petty kingdoms and city-states 

to emerge, especially in the area of Syria and Palestine. 

All of them were eventually overshadowed by the rise 

of the great empires of the Assyrians, Chaldeans, and 

Persians. �e Assyrian Empire was the �rst to unite 

almost all of the ancient Near East. Far larger was the 

empire of the Great Kings of Persia. Although it owed 

much to the administrative organization developed by 

the Assyrians, the Persian Empire had its own peculiar 

strengths. Persian rule was tolerant as well as e�cient. 

Conquered peoples were allowed to keep their own 
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Sometime in the eighth century b.c.e., a group of 

Latin-speaking people built a small community called 

Rome on the Tiber River in Italy. Between 509 and 264 

b.c.e., this city expanded and united almost all of Italy 

under its control. Even more dramatically, between 264 

and 133 b.c.e., Rome expanded to the west and east and 

became master of the Mediterranean Sea.

After 133 b.c.e., however, Rome’s republican insti-

tutions proved inadequate for the task of ruling an 

empire. In the breakdown that ensued, ambitious 

individuals saw opportunities for power unparalleled 

in Roman history and succumbed to the temptations. 

After a series of bloody civil wars, 

peace was �nally achieved when 

Octavian defeated Antony 

and Cleopatra. Octavian, who 

came to be known by the title 

of Augustus, created a new sys-

tem of government that seemed 

to preserve the Republic while 

establishing the basis for a new 

system that would rule the empire in an orderly fashion.

After a century of internal upheaval, Augustus estab-

lished a new order that began the Roman Empire, which 

experienced peace and prosperity between 14 and 180. 

During this era trade flourished and the provinces 

were governed efficiently. In the course of the third 

century, however, the Roman Empire almost collapsed 

because of invasions, civil wars, and economic decline. 

Although the emperors Diocletian and Constantine 

brought new life to the so-called Late Empire at the 

beginning of the fourth century, their e�orts shored up 

the empire only temporarily. In the course of the �fth 

century, the empire divided into western and eastern 

parts. 

�e Roman Empire was the largest empire in antiq-

uity. Using their practical skills, the Romans produced 

achievements in language, law, engineering, and gov-

ernment that were bequeathed to the future. �e 

Romance languages of today (French, Italian, Spanish, 

Portuguese, and Romanian) are based on Latin. Western 

practices of impartial justice and trial by jury owe much 

to Roman law. As great builders, the Romans left monu-

ments to their skills throughout Europe, some of which, 

such as aqueducts and roads, are still in use today. 

Aspects of Roman administrative practices survived in 

the Western world for centuries. �e Romans also pre-

served the intellectual heritage of the ancient world.

During its last two hundred years, the Roman world 

underwent a slow transformation with the spread of 

Christianity. �e rise of Christianity marked an impor-

tant break with the dominant values of the Roman 

Peloponnesian War between Sparta and Athens and 

their allies. For all of their brilliant accomplishments, 

the Greeks were unable to rise above the divisions 

and rivalries that caused them to �ght each other and 

undermine their own civilization.

�e accomplishments of the Greeks formed the 

fountainhead of Western culture. Socrates, Plato, and 

Aristotle established the foundations of Western phi-

losophy. Our literary forms are largely derived from 

Greek poetry and drama. Greek notions of harmony, 

proportion, and beauty have 

remained the touchstones for all 

subsequent Western art. A ratio-

nal method of inquiry, so impor-

tant to modern science, was 

conceived in ancient Greece. 

Many of our political terms 

are Greek in origin, as are our concepts of the rights 

and duties of citizenship, especially as they were con-

ceived in Athens, the �rst great democracy. Especially 

during their classical period, the Greeks raised and 

debated fundamental questions about the purpose of 

human existence, the structure of human society, and 

the nature of the universe that have concerned Western 

thinkers ever since.

While the Greek city-states were pursuing their 

squabbles, to their north a new and powerful  

kingdom—Macedonia—emerged. Under King Philip 

II, the Macedonians defeated a Greek allied army in 

338 b.c.e. and then consolidated their control over the 

Greek peninsula. Although the independent Greek city-

states lost their freedom when they were conquered by 

the Macedonians, Greek culture did not die. Under the 

leadership of Alexander the Great, son of Philip II, both 

the Macedonians and Greeks invaded and conquered 

the Persian Empire. In the conquered lands, Greeks and 

non-Greeks established a series of kingdoms (known 

as the Hellenistic kingdoms) and inaugurated the 

Hellenistic era.

�e Hellenistic period was, in its own way, a vibrant 

one. New cities arose and �ourished. New philosophical 

ideas captured the minds of many. Signi�cant achieve-

ments occurred in art, literature, and science. Greek 

culture spread throughout the Near East and made an 

impact wherever it was carried. In some areas of the 

Hellenistic world, queens played an active role in politi-

cal life, and many upper-class women found new avenues 

for expressing themselves. Although the Hellenistic era 

achieved a degree of political stability, by the late third 

century b.c.e., signs of decline were beginning to multi-

ply, and the growing power of Rome eventually endan-

gered the Hellenistic world.
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monarchical system. As a result, a new political and 

military order—known as �ef-holding—subsequently 

evolved to become an integral part of the political world 

of the Middle Ages. Fief-holding was characterized by 

a decentralization of political power, in which lords 

exercised legal, administrative, and military power. �is 

transferred public power into many private hands and 

seemed to provide security that the weak central gov-

ernment could not provide.

�e new European civilization that had emerged 

in the ninth and tenth centuries began to come into 

its own in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and 

Europeans established new patterns that reached their 

high point in the thirteenth century. �e High Middle 

Ages (1000–1300) was a period of recovery and growth 

for Western civilization, characterized by a greater 

sense of security and a burst of energy and enthusiasm. 

Climatic improvements that produced better growing 

conditions, an expansion of cultivated land, and tech-

nological changes combined to enable Europe’s food 

supply to increase signi�cantly after 1000. �is increase 

in agricultural production helped sustain a dramatic 

rise in population that was physically apparent in the 

expansion of towns and cities.

�e development of trade and the rise of cities added 

a dynamic new element to the civilization of the High 

Middle Ages. Trading activities 

�ourished �rst in northern Italy 

and Flanders and then spread 

outward from these centers. 

In the late tenth and eleventh 

centuries, this renewal of com-

mercial life led to a revival of  

cities. Old Roman sites came 

back to life, and new towns arose at major crossroads 

or natural harbors favorable to trading activities. By 

the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, both the urban 

centers and the urban population of Europe were expe-

riencing a dramatic expansion. �e revival of trade, the 

expansion of towns and cities, and the development 

of a money economy did not mean the end of a pre-

dominantly rural European society, but they did open 

the door to new ways to make a living and new oppor-

tunities for people to expand and enrich their lives. 

Eventually, they created the foundations for the devel-

opment of a predominantly urban industrial society.

During the High Middle Ages, a landed aristocracy 

whose primary function was to fight dominated 

European society. �ese nobles built innumerable 

castles that gave a distinctive look to the countryside. 

Although lords and vassals seemed forever mired in end-

less petty con�icts, over time medieval kings began to 

world. Christianity began as a small Jewish sect, but 

under the guidance of Paul of Tarsus it became a world 

religion that appealed to both Jews and non-Jews. 

Despite persecution by Roman authorities, Christianity 

grew and became widely accepted by the fourth century. 

At the end of that century, it was made the o�cial state 

religion of the Roman Empire. 

�e period of late antiquity that saw the disinte-

gration of the western part of the Roman Empire also 

witnessed the emergence of a new 

European civilization in the Early 

Middle Ages. This early medi-

eval civilization was formed by 

the coalescence of three major ele-

ments: the Germanic peoples who 

moved into the western part of the 

empire and established new king-

doms, the continuing attraction of 

the Greco- Roman cultural legacy, and the Christian 

church. Politically, a new series of Germanic king-

doms emerged in western Europe. Each fused Roman 

and Germanic elements to create a new society. �e 

Christian church (or Roman Catholic Church, as it 

came to be called in the west) played a crucial role in 

the growth of the new European civilization. �e church 

developed an organized government under the leader-

ship of the pope. It also assimilated the classical tra-

dition and through its clergy brought Christianized 

civilization to the Germanic tribes. Especially impor-

tant were the monks and nuns who led the way in con-

verting the Germanic peoples in Europe to Christianity. 

At the end of the eighth century, a new  

kingdom—the Carolingian Empire—came to control 

much of western and central Europe, especially dur-

ing the reign of Charlemagne. In the long run, the cre-

ation of a western empire fostered the idea of a distinct 

European identity and marked a shift of power from the 

south to the north. Italy and the Mediterranean had 

been the center of the Roman Empire. �e lands north 

of the Alps now became the political center of Europe, 

and increasingly, Europe emerged as the focus and cen-

ter of Western civilization.

Building on a fusion of 

Germanic, classical, and Christian 

elements, the Carolingian 

Empire was well governed but 

held together primarily by per-

sonal loyalty to the strong king. 

�e economy of the eighth and 

ninth centuries was based almost 

entirely on farming, which proved 

inadequate for maintaining a large 
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to the growing number of people in cities or at courts 

who could read. �e study of theology, “queen of 

the sciences,” reached a high point in the work of 

�omas Aquinas. At the same time, a religious build-

ing spree—especially evident in the great Romanesque 

and Gothic cathedrals of the age—left the landscape 

bedecked with churches that were the visible symbols 

of Christian Europe’s vitality.

Growth and optimism seemed to characterize the 

High Middle Ages, but underneath the calm exterior lay 

seeds of discontent and change. Dissent from church 

teaching and practices grew in the thirteenth century, 

leading to a climate of fear and intolerance as the church 

responded with inquisitorial instruments to enforce 

conformity to its teachings. �e breakdown of the old 

agricultural system and the creation of new relation-

ships between lords and peasants led to local peasant 

uprisings in the late thirteenth century. �e crusades 

ended ignominiously with the fall of the last crusading 

foothold in the east in 1291. By that time, more and 

more signs of ominous troubles were appearing. �e 

fourteenth century would prove to be a time of crisis 

for European civilization.

In the High Middle Ages, European civilization had 

developed many of its fundamental features. Monarchical 

states, capitalist trade and industry, banks, cities, and ver-

nacular literature were all products of that fertile period. 

During the same time, the Catholic Church, under the 

direction of the papacy, reached its apogee. Fourteenth-

century European society, however, was challenged by an 

overwhelming number of crises that led to the disintegra-

tion of medieval civilization. At mid century, one of the 

most destructive natural disasters in history erupted—

the Black Death, a devastating plague that wiped out at 

least one-third of the European population. Economic 

crises and social upheavals, including a decline in trade 

and industry, bank failures, and peasant revolts pitting 

the lower classes against the upper classes, followed in 

the wake of the Black Death. �e Hundred Years’ War, a 

long, drawn-out con�ict between the English and French, 

undermined political stability. �e Catholic Church, too, 

experienced a crisis with the absence of the popes from 

Rome and even the spectacle of two popes condemning 

each other as the anti-Christ.

�e new European society proved remarkably resil-

ient, however. Periods of disintegration are often 

fertile grounds for change and new developments. 

Out of the dissolution of medieval civilization came 

a rebirth of culture that historians have labeled the 

Renaissance. It was a period of transition that witnessed 

a continuation of the economic, political, and social 

trends that had begun in the High Middle Ages. It was 

exert a centralizing authority 

and inaugurated the process of 

developing new kinds of monar-

chical states. By the thirteenth 

century, European monarchs 

were solidifying their govern-

mental institutions in pursuit 

of greater power. �e nobles, 

who rationalized their war-

like attitudes by calling them-

selves the defenders of Christian society, continued to 

dominate the medieval world politically, economically, 

and socially. But quietly and surely, within this world 

of castles and private power, kings gradually began to 

extend their public powers and developed the machin-

ery of government that would enable them to become 

the centers of political authority in Europe. �e actions 

of these medieval monarchs laid the foundation for the 

European kingdoms that in one form or another have 

dominated the European political scene ever since.

During the High Middle Ages, the power of both 

nobles and kings was often overshadowed by the 

authority of the Catholic Church, perhaps the dominant 

institution of the High Middle Ages. In the Early Middle 

Ages, the Catholic Church had shared in the challenge 

of new growth by reforming itself and striking out on 

a path toward greater papal power, both within the 

church and over European society. �e High Middle 

Ages witnessed a spiritual renewal that led to numerous 

and even divergent paths: revived papal leadership, the 

development of centralized administrative machinery 

that buttressed papal authority, and new dimensions to 

the religious life of the clergy and laity. A wave of reli-

gious enthusiasm in the twelfth and thirteenth centu-

ries led to the formation of new religious orders that 

worked to provide for the needs of the people, especially 

their concern for achieving salvation.

�e economic, political, and religious growth of the 

High Middle Ages also gave European society a new con-

�dence that enabled it to look beyond its borders to the 

lands and empires of the east. Only a con�dent Europe 

could have undertaken the crusades, a concerted mili-

tary e�ort to recover the Holy Land of the Near East 

from the Muslims.

Western assurance and energy, so crucial to the cru-

sades, were also evident in a burst of intellectual and 

artistic activity. New educa-

tional institutions known as 

universities came into being 

in the twelfth century. New 

literature, written in the ver-

nacular language, appealed 
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�e Renaissance did, however, raise new questions 

about medieval traditions. In advocating a return to the 

early sources of Christianity and criticizing current 

religious practices, the humanists raised fundamen-

tal issues about the Catholic Church, which was still 

an important institution. In the sixteenth century, 

the intellectual revolution of the �fteenth century gave 

way to a religious renaissance that touched the lives 

of people, including the masses, in new and profound 

ways.

When the monk Martin Luther entered the public 

scene with an attack on the sale of indulgences, few peo-

ple suspected that he would eventually divide Europe 

along religious lines. But the yearning to reform the 

church and for meaningful religious experience caused 

a seemingly simple dispute to escalate into a powerful 

movement.

also a movement in which artists 

and intellectuals proclaimed a new 

vision of humankind and raised 

fundamental questions about the 

value and importance of the indi-

vidual. The humanists or intel-

lectuals of the age called their 

period (from the mid-fourteenth 

to the mid-sixteenth century) an age 

of rebirth, believing that they had  

restored arts and letters to new glory after they had been 

“neglected” or “dead” for centuries. Of course, intellec-

tuals and artists existed only among the upper classes, 

and the brilliant intellectual, cultural, and artistic accom-

plishments of the Renaissance were therefore products 

of and for the elite. �e ideas of the Renaissance did 

not have a broad base among the masses.

  Western Civilization to 1500  ■  xxxix
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Chapter Outline and  
Focus Questions

13-1 Prelude to Reformation
 Q What were the chief ideas of the Christian 

humanists, and how did they differ from the 

ideas of the Protestant reformers?

13-2 Martin Luther and the Reformation  
in Germany

 Q What were Martin Luther’s main disagreements 

with the Roman Catholic Church, and what 

political, economic, and social conditions help 

explain why the movement he began spread so 

quickly across Europe?

13-3 The Spread of the Protestant 
Reformation

 Q What were the main tenets of Lutheranism, 

Zwinglianism, Anabaptism, and Calvinism, 

and how did they differ from each other and 

from Catholicism? What impact did political, 

economic, and social conditions have on the 

development of these four reform movements?

13-4 The Social Impact of the Protestant 
Reformation

 Q What impact did the Protestant Reformation 

have on society in the sixteenth century?

13-5 The Catholic Reformation
 Q What measures did the Roman Catholic Church 

take to reform itself and to combat Protestantism 

in the sixteenth century?

13-6 Politics and the Wars of Religion  
in the Sixteenth Century

 Q What role did politics, economic and social 

conditions, and religion play in the European 

wars of the sixteenth century?

ON APRIL 18, 1521, a lowly monk stood before the 

emperor and princes of the Holy Roman Empire in the 

city of Worms. He had been called before this august 

gathering to answer charges of heresy, charges that 

could threaten his very life. The monk was confronted 

with a pile of his books and asked if he wished to 

defend them all or reject a part. Courageously, Martin 

Luther defended them all and asked to be shown where 

any part was in error on the basis of “Scripture and 

plain reason.” The emperor was outraged by Luther’s 

REFORMATION AND RELIGIOUS 
WARFARE IN THE SIXTEENTH 
CENTURY

CHAPTER
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Critical Thinking
 Q Where and how did the reform movements take 

hold, and how did the emergence of these reform 

movements affect the political and social realms 

where they were adopted?

Connections to Today
 Q How are the religious controversies of the 

sixteenth century related to religious and social 

conditions in the Western world today?

13.1 A Nineteenth-Century Engraving Showing Luther Before the Diet  

of Worms
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to northern Europe and spawned a movement called 

Christian or northern Renaissance humanism, 

whose major goal was the reform of Christendom.

13-1a Christian or Northern Renaissance 
Humanism
The most important characteristic of northern 

Renaissance humanism was its reform program. 

Convinced of the ability of human beings to reason and 

improve themselves, the northern humanists thought 

that through education in the sources of classical, and 

especially Christian, antiquity, they could instill a true 

inner piety or an inward religious feeling that would 

bring about a reform of the church and society. For 

this reason, Christian humanists supported schools, 

brought out new editions of the classics, and prepared 

new editions of the Bible and writings of the church 

fathers. In the preface to his edition of the Greek New 

Testament, the famous humanist Erasmus wrote:

Indeed, I disagree very much with those who are 

unwilling that Holy Scripture, translated into the 

vulgar tongue, be read by the uneducated, as if Christ 

taught such intricate doctrines that they could scarcely 

be understood by very few theologians, or as if the 

strength of the Christian religion consisted in men’s 

ignorance of it. . . . I would that even the lowliest 

women read the Gospels and the Pauline Epistles. And 

I would that they were translated into all languages 

so that they could be read and understood not only by 

Scots and Irish but also by Turks and Saracens [Arabs].1

Like later intellectuals, Christian humanists believed 

that to change society, they must first change the 

human beings who compose it.

Erasmus The most influential of all the Christian 

humanists was the Dutch-born scholar Desiderius 

Erasmus (dez-i-DEER-ee-uss i-RAZZ-mus) (1466–1536). 

After withdrawing from a monastery, he wandered to 

France, England, Italy, Germany, and Switzerland, con-

versing everywhere in the classical Latin that might be 

called his mother tongue. The Handbook of the Christian 

Knight, published in 1503, reflected his preoccupa-

tion with religion. He called his conception of religion 

“the philosophy of Christ,” by which he meant that 

Christianity should be a guiding philosophy for the 

direction of daily life rather than the system of dog-

matic beliefs and practices that the medieval church 

seemed to stress. In other words, he emphasized inner 

piety and de-emphasized the external forms of religion 

(such as the sacraments, pilgrimages, fasts, veneration 

response and made his own position clear the next 

day: “Not only I, but you of this noble German nation, 

would be forever disgraced if by our negligence not only 

heresy but the very suspicion of heresy were to survive. 

After having heard yesterday the obstinate defense of 

Luther, I regret that I have so long delayed in proceed-

ing against him and his false teaching. I will have no 

more to do with him.” Luther’s appearance at Worms 

set the stage for a serious challenge to the authority 

of the Catholic Church. This was by no means the first 

crisis in the church’s fifteen-hundred-year history, but 

its consequences were more far-reaching than anyone 

at Worms in 1521 could have imagined.

Throughout the Middle Ages, the Christian church 

continued to assert its primacy of position. It had over-

come defiance of its temporal authority by emperors 

and kings, while challenges to its doctrines had been 

crushed by the Inquisition and combated by new reli-

gious orders that carried its message of salvation to all 

the towns and villages of medieval Europe. The growth 

of the papacy had paralleled the growth of the church, 

but by the end of the Middle Ages, challenges to papal 

authority from the rising power of monarchical states 

had resulted in a loss of papal temporal authority. 

An even greater threat to papal authority and church 

unity arose in the sixteenth century when the unity of 

Christendom was shattered by the Reformation.

The movement begun by Martin Luther when he 

made his dramatic stand quickly spread across Europe, 

a clear indication of dissatisfaction with Catholic prac-

tices. Within a short time, new religious practices, 

doctrines, and organizations, including Zwinglianism, 

Calvinism, Anabaptism, and Anglicanism, were attract-

ing adherents all over Europe. Although seemingly 

helpless to stop the new Protestant churches, the 

Catholic Church also underwent a reformation and 

managed to revive its fortunes by the mid-sixteenth 

century. All too soon, the doctrinal divisions between 

Protestants and Catholics led to a series of religious 

wars that dominated the history of western Europe in 

the second half of the sixteenth century.

13-1 PRELUDE TO REFORMATION

 Q Focus Question: What were the chief ideas 

of the Christian humanists, and how did 

they differ from the ideas of the Protestant 

reformers?

Martin Luther’s reform movement was by no means the 

first in sixteenth-century Europe. During the second 

half of the fifteenth century, the new classical learning 

that was part of Italian Renaissance humanism spread 

Experience an interactive version of this period in  13-1 Prelude to Reformation ■ 291
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with every kind of fish; another will profess a knowl-

edge of over a hundred hymns. Still another will reveal 

a countless number of fasts that he has made, and will 

account for his large belly by explaining that his fasts 

have always been broken by a single large meal.2

In another satirical work, Julius Excluded from Heaven, 

Erasmus pilloried the Renaissance papacy in the person 

of Julius II, the “warrior pope” (see Chapter 12). When 

Julius dies, he appears before the gates of heaven, expect-

ing a quick entry. When St. Peter denies him entrance 

because of Julius’ misdeeds, Julius threatens to raise an 

army and storm heaven itself. 

Erasmus’s program did not achieve the reform of 

the church that he so desired. His moderation and his 

emphasis on education were quickly overwhelmed by 

the passions of the Reformation. Undoubtedly, though, 

his work helped prepare the way for the Reformation; as 

contemporaries proclaimed, “Erasmus laid the egg that 

Luther hatched.” Yet Erasmus eventually disapproved of 

Luther and the Protestant reformers. He had no inten-

tion of destroying the unity of the medieval Christian 

church; instead, his whole program was based on reform 

within the church.

13-1b Church and Religion on the Eve  
of the Reformation
Corruption in the Catholic Church was another factor 

that spurred people to want reform. No doubt the fail-

ure of the Renaissance popes to provide spiritual leader-

ship had affected the spiritual life of all Christendom. 

The papal court’s preoccupation with finances had an 

especially strong impact on the clergy. So did the eco-

nomic changes of the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-

turies. The highest positions among the clergy were 

increasingly held by nobles or wealthy members of 

the bourgeoisie. Moreover, to increase their revenues, 

high church officials (such as bishops, archbishops, and 

cardinals) took over more than one church office. This 

so-called pluralism led in turn to absenteeism: church 

officeholders ignored their duties and hired underlings 

who sometimes lacked the proper qualifications. There 

were widespread complaints about the ignorance and 

ineptness of parish priests.

While many of the leaders of the church were fail-

ing to meet their responsibilities, ordinary people were 

clamoring for meaningful religious expression and 

certainty of salvation. As a result, for some the salva-

tion process became almost mechanical. As more and 

more people sought salvation through the veneration 

of relics, collections of such objects grew. Frederick the 

Wise, elector of Saxony and Martin Luther’s prince, 

of saints, and relics). To return to the simplicity of the 

early church, people needed to understand the original 

meaning of the Scriptures and early church fathers.

To Erasmus, the reform of the church meant spread-

ing an understanding of the philosophy of Jesus, pro-

viding enlightened education in the sources of early 

Christianity, and making commonsense criticism of the 

abuses in the church. This last is especially evident in 

The Praise of Folly, written in 1509, in which Erasmus 

engaged in humorous yet effective criticism of the most 

corrupt practices of his own society. He was especially 

harsh on the abuses within the ranks of the clergy:

Many of [the monks] work so hard at protocol and at 

traditional fastidiousness that they think one heaven 

hardly a suitable reward for their labors; never recall-

ing, however, that the time will come when Christ will 

demand a reckoning of that which he had prescribed, 

namely charity, and that he will hold their deeds of lit-

tle account. One monk will then exhibit his belly filled 

13.2 Erasmus. Desiderius Erasmus, the most influential of the 

northern Renaissance humanists, sought to restore Christianity 

to the early simplicity found in the teachings of Jesus. This 

portrait of Erasmus was painted in 1523 by Hans Holbein the 

Younger, who had formed a friendship with the great humanist 

while they were both in Basel.
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man began to study law. But Luther was not content, due 

in large part to his long-standing religious inclinations. 

That summer, while returning to Erfurt after a brief visit 

home, he was caught in a ferocious thunderstorm and 

vowed that if he survived unscathed, he would become 

a monk. He then entered the monastic order of the 

Augustinian Hermits in Erfurt, much to his father’s dis-

gust. In the monastery, Luther focused on his major con-

cern, the assurance of salvation. The traditional beliefs 

and practices of the church seemed unable to relieve his 

obsession with this question. Luther threw himself into 

his monastic routine with a vengeance:

I was indeed a good monk and kept my order so 

strictly that I could say that if ever a monk could get 

to heaven through monastic discipline, I was that 

monk. . . . And yet my conscience would not give me 

certainty, but I always doubted and said, “You didn’t 

do that right. You weren’t contrite enough. You left 

that out of your confession.” The more I tried to 

remedy an uncertain, weak and troubled conscience 

with human traditions, the more I daily found it more 

uncertain, weaker and more troubled.3

Despite his herculean efforts, Luther achieved no  

certainty of salvation.

To help overcome his difficulties, his superiors rec-

ommended that he study theology. Luther received his 

doctorate in 1512 and then became a professor in the 

theological faculty at the University of Wittenberg, lec-

turing on the Bible. Sometime between 1513 and 1516, 

through his study of the Bible, he arrived at an answer 

to his problem.

Catholic doctrine emphasized that both faith and 

good works were required for a Christian to achieve 

personal salvation. In Luther’s eyes, human beings, 

weak and powerless in the sight of an almighty God, 

could never do enough good works to merit salvation. 

Through his study of the Bible, especially his work on 

Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, Luther discovered another 

way of viewing this problem. To Luther, humans are 

saved not through their good works but through faith 

in the promises of God, made possible by the sacrifice of 

Jesus on the cross. The doctrine of salvation or justifi-

cation by grace through faith alone became the primary 

doctrine of the Protestant Reformation (justification 

is the act by which a person is made deserving of salva-

tion). Because Luther had arrived at this doctrine from 

his study of the Bible, the Bible became for Luther, as 

for all other Protestants, the chief guide to religious 

truth. Justification by faith and the Bible as the sole 

authority in religious affairs were the twin pillars of the 

Protestant Reformation.

had amassed more than 19,000 relics to which were 

attached indulgences that could reduce one’s time in 

purgatory by nearly 2 million years. (An indulgence is 

a remission, after death, of all or part of the punish-

ment for sin.) Other people sought certainty of salva-

tion in the popular mystical movement known as the 

Modern Devotion, which downplayed religious dogma 

and stressed the need to follow the teachings of Jesus. 

Thomas a Kempis, author of The Imitation of Christ, 

wrote that “truly, at the day of judgment we shall not 

be examined by what we have read, but what we have 

done; not how well we have spoken, but how religiously 

we have lived.”

What is striking about the revival of religious piety 

in the fifteenth century—whether expressed through 

external forces such as the veneration of relics and the 

buying of indulgences or through the mystical path— 

was its adherence to the orthodox beliefs and practices 

of the Catholic Church. The agitation for certainty of 

salvation and spiritual peace was done within the frame-

work of the “holy mother Church.” But disillusionment 

grew as the devout experienced the clergy’s inability to 

live up to their expectations. The deepening of religious 

life, especially in the second half of the fifteenth cen-

tury, found little echo among the worldly-wise clergy, 

and this environment helps explain the tremendous 

and immediate impact of Luther’s ideas.

13-2 MARTIN LUTHER AND THE 
REFORMATION IN GERMANY

 Q Focus Question: What were Martin Luther’s 

main disagreements with the Roman 

Catholic Church, and what political, 

economic, and social conditions help explain 

why the movement he began spread so 

quickly across Europe?

The Protestant Reformation began with a typical medi-

eval question: What must I do to be saved? Martin 

Luther, a deeply religious man, found an answer that 

did not fit within the traditional teachings of the late 

medieval church. Ultimately, he split with that church, 

destroying the religious unity of western Christendom.

13-2a The Early Luther
Martin Luther was born in Germany on November 10, 

1483. His father wanted him to become a lawyer, so 

Luther enrolled at the University of Erfurt. In 1505, 

after becoming a master in the liberal arts, the young 

Experience an interactive version of this period in  13-2 Martin Luther and the Reformation in Germany ■ 293

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



paper to assure themselves of salvation were guarantee-

ing their eternal damnation instead. Greatly angered, 

Luther issued a stunning indictment of the abuses in the 

sale of indulgences, known as the Ninety-Five Theses 

(see “Luther and the Ninety-Five Theses”). It is doubtful 

that Luther intended to break with the church over the 

issue of indulgences. If the pope had clarified the use of 

indulgences, as Luther wished, Luther would probably 

have been satisfied. But Pope Leo X did not take the issue 

seriously and is even reported to have said that Luther 

was simply “some drunken German who will amend his 

ways when he sobers up.” Meanwhile, thousands of cop-

ies of a German translation of the Ninety-Five Theses 

The Indulgence Controversy Luther did not see himself 

as either a revolutionary innovator or a heretic, but his 

involvement in the indulgence controversy propelled 

him into an open confrontation with church officials 

and forced him to see the theological implications of 

justification by faith alone. In 1517, Pope Leo X had 

issued a special jubilee indulgence to finance the ongoing 

construction of Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. Johann 

Tetzel, a rambunctious Dominican, hawked the indul-

gences with the slogan “As soon as the coin in the coffer 

[money box] rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”

Highly distressed by the sale of indulgences, Luther 

was certain that people who relied on these pieces of 

LUTHER AND THE NINETY-FIVE THESES

TO MOST HISTORIANS, the publication of Luther’s Ninety-

Five Theses marks the beginning of the Reformation. To 

Luther, they were simply a response to what he considered 

Johann Tetzel’s blatant abuses in selling indulgences. 

Although written in Latin, Luther’s statements were soon 

translated into German and disseminated widely across 

Germany. They made an immense impression on Germans 

already dissatisfied with the ecclesiastical and financial 

policies of the papacy.

Martin Luther, Selections from the Ninety-Five Theses

  5. �e Pope has neither the will nor the power to 

remit any penalties, except those which he has 

imposed by his own authority, or by that of the 

canons [canon law].

20. �erefore the Pope, when he speaks of the plenary 

remission of all penalties, does not mean simply of 

all, but only of those imposed by himself.

21. �us those preachers of indulgences are in error 

who say that, by the indulgences of the Pope, a 

man is loosed and saved from all punishment.

27. �ey preach man [It is mere human talk], who say 

that the soul �ies out of purgatory as soon as the 

money thrown into the chest rattles.

28. It is certain, that, when the money rattles in the 

chest, avarice and gain may be increased, but the 

su�rage of the Church depends on the will of  

God alone.

50. Christians should be taught, that, if the Pope were 

acquainted with the exactions of the preachers of 

pardons, he would prefer that the Basilica of St. 

Peter should be burnt to ashes, than that it should 

be built up with the skin, �esh, and bones of his 

sheep.

81. �is license in the preaching of pardons makes it 

no easy thing, even for learned men, to protect 

the reverence due to the Pope against the calum-

nies, or, at all events, the keen questionings, of 

the laity;

82. As, for instance: Why does not the Pope empty 

purgatory for the sake of most holy charity and of 

the supreme necessity of souls,—this being the 

most just of all reasons,—if he redeems an in�nite 

number of souls for the sake of that most fatal 

thing, money, to be spent on building a basilica—

this being a slight reason?

86. Again: Why does not the Pope, whose riches are at 

this day more ample than those of the wealthiest 

of the wealthy, build the one Basilica of St. Peter 

with his own money, rather than with that of poor 

believers?

90. To repress these scruples and arguments of the 

laity by force alone, and not to solve them by giv-

ing reasons, is to expose the Church and the Pope 

to the ridicule of their enemies, and to make Chris-

tian men unhappy.

94. Christians should be exhorted to strive to follow 

Christ their head through pains, deaths, and hells;

95. And thus trust to enter heaven through many 

tribulations, rather than in the security of peace.

Q  What were the major ideas of Luther’s Ninety-Five 

Theses? Why did they have such a strong appeal  

in Germany?

Source: P. Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. VI (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1916), pp. 161–166.
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13-2b The Rise of Lutheranism
At the beginning of 1522, Luther returned to Wittenberg 

in Saxony and began to organize a reformed church. 

While at the Wartburg Castle, Luther’s foremost 

achievement was his translation of the New Testament 

into German. Within twelve years, his German New 

Testament sold almost 200,000 copies. Lutheranism 

had wide appeal and spread rapidly, but not primarily 

through the written word, as only 4 to 5 percent of the 

people in Germany were literate at the time.

Instead, the primary means of disseminating 

Luther’s ideas was the sermon. The preaching of evan-

gelical sermons, based on a return to the original mes-

sage of the Bible, found favor throughout Germany. 

Also useful to the spread of the Reformation were 

pamphlets illustrated with vivid woodcuts portraying 

the pope as a hideous Antichrist and titled with catchy 

phrases such as “I Wonder Why There Is No Money in 

the Land” (obviously an attack on papal greed). Luther 

also insisted on the use of music as a means to teach the 

Gospel, and his own composition, “A Mighty Fortress Is 

Our God,” became the battle hymn of the Reformation:

With our power nothing is done.

We are soon lost.

But for us fights the mighty one

Whom God himself has chosen.

You ask, who is this?

He is called Jesus Christ

The Lord God of hosts.

And there is no other God.

He must hold the field forever.6

Luther was able to gain the support of his prince, 

the elector of Saxony, as well as other German rulers 

among the more than three hundred states that made 

up the Holy Roman Empire. Lutheranism spread to both 

princely and ecclesiastical states in northern and cen-

tral Germany as well as to two-thirds of the free impe-

rial cities, especially those of southern Germany, where 

prosperous burghers, for both religious and secular rea-

sons, became committed to Luther’s cause. Nuremberg, 

where an active city council led by the dynamic city sec-

retary Lazarus Spengler (SCHPEN-ler) brought about a 

conversion as early as 1525, was the first imperial city 

to convert to Lutheranism. Luther had visited the city 

in 1518 and made a number of friends and supporters 

there, including some prominent men. Albrecht Dürer, 

the artist (see Chapter 12) said, “In my opinion, it is 

exactly here that Luther has helped to clarify the situ-

ation by making it a point to trust God more than one-

self, worldly works, and the laws of human beings.”7 At 

its outset, the Reformation in Germany was largely an 

were quickly printed and were received sympathetically 

in a Germany that had a long tradition of dissatisfaction 

with papal policies and power.

The Quickening Rebellion In three pamphlets published 

in 1520, Luther moved toward a more definite break 

with the Catholic Church. In Address to the Nobility of the 

German Nation, a political tract written in German, Luther 

called on the German princes to overthrow the papacy in 

Germany and establish a reformed German church. The 

Babylonian Captivity of the Church attacked the sacramen-

tal system as the means by which the pope and church had 

held the real meaning of the Gospel captive for a thousand 

years. Luther called for the reform of monasticism and for 

the clergy to marry. While virginity is good, he argued, 

marriage is better, and freedom of choice is best. On the 

Freedom of a Christian Man was a short treatise on the doc-

trine of salvation. It is faith alone, not good works, that 

justifies, frees, and brings salvation through Jesus. Being 

saved and freed by his faith in Jesus, however, does not 

free the Christian from doing good works. Rather, he per-

forms good works out of gratitude to God: “Good works do 

not make a good man, but a good man does good works.”4

Unable to accept Luther’s forcefully worded dissent 

from traditional Catholic teachings, the church excom-

municated him in January 1521. He was also sum-

moned to appear before the Reichstag (RYKHSS-tahk), 

the imperial diet of the Holy Roman Empire, in Worms 

(WURMZ or VORMPS), convened by the recently elected 

Emperor Charles V (1519–1556). Expected to recant 

the heretical doctrines he had espoused, Luther refused 

and made the famous reply that became the battle cry 

of the Reformation:

Since then Your Majesty and your lordships desire a 

simple reply, I will answer without horns and without 

teeth. Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain 

reason—I do not accept the authority of popes and 

councils, for they have contradicted each other—my 

conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and 

I will not recant anything, for to go against conscience 

is neither right nor safe. Here I stand, I cannot do  

otherwise. God help me. Amen.5

The young Emperor Charles was outraged at Luther’s 

audacity and gave his opinion that “a single friar who 

goes counter to all Christianity for a thousand years 

must be wrong.” By the Edict of Worms, Martin Luther 

was made an outlaw within the empire. His works were 

to be burned and Luther himself captured and delivered 

to the emperor. Instead, Luther’s prince, the elector of 

Saxony, sent him into hiding at the Wartburg (VART-

bayrk) Castle, where he remained for nearly a year.
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dependent on state authorities for the growth and 

maintenance of his reformed church.

13-2c Organizing the Church
Justification by faith was the starting point for most 

of Protestantism’s major doctrines. Since Luther down-

played the role of good works in salvation, the sacra-

ments also had to be redefined. No longer regarded as 

merit-earning works, they were now viewed as divinely 

established signs signifying the promise of salvation. 

Luther kept only two of the Catholic Church’s seven sac-

raments: baptism and the Lord’s Supper (the Eucharist). 

Baptism signified rebirth through grace. Regarding the 

Lord’s Supper, Luther denied the Catholic doctrine of 

transubstantiation, which taught that the substance 

of the bread and wine consumed in the rite is miracu-

lously transformed into the body and blood of Jesus. 

Yet he continued to insist on the real presence of Jesus’s 

body and blood in the bread and wine given as a testa-

ment to God’s forgiveness of sin.

Luther took an active role in establishing a reformed 

church. Since the Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy had been 

scrapped, Luther came to rely increasingly on the princes or 

state authorities to organize and guide the new Lutheran 

reformed churches. The Lutheran churches in Germany 

(and later in Scandinavia) quickly became territorial or 

urban phenomenon. Three-fourths of the early con-

verts to the reform movement were from the clergy, 

many of them from the better-educated upper classes, 

which made it easier for them to work with the ruling 

elites in the cities.

A series of crises in the mid-1520s, however, made it 

apparent that spreading the word of God was not as easy 

as Luther had originally envisioned—the usual plight 

of most reformers. Luther experienced dissent within 

his own ranks in Wittenberg as well as defection from 

many Christian humanists who feared that Luther’s 

movement threatened the unity of Christendom. The 

Peasants’ War constituted Luther’s greatest challenge, 

however. In June 1524, peasants in Germany rose in 

revolt against their lords and looked to Luther for sup-

port. But Luther, who knew how much his reforma-

tion of the church depended on the full support of the 

German princes and magistrates, supported the rulers, 

although he also blamed them for helping to cause the 

rebellion by their earlier harsh treatment of the peas-

ants. To Luther, who proved to be a conservative on 

economic and social issues, the state and its rulers were 

ordained by God and given the authority to maintain 

the peace and put down all revolts. By May 1525, the 

German princes had ruthlessly suppressed the peasant 

hordes. By this time, Luther found himself ever more 

13.3 Woodcut: Luther Versus the Pope. In the 1520s, after Luther’s return to Wittenberg, his teachings began to 

spread rapidly, ending ultimately in a reform movement supported by state authorities. Pamphlets containing 

picturesque woodcuts were important in the spread of Luther’s ideas. In the woodcut shown here, the crucified 

Jesus attends Luther’s service on the left, while on the right the pope is at a table selling indulgences.
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Luther married a former nun, Katherina von Bora (kat-uh-

REE-nuh fun BOH-rah), in 1525. His union provided a model 

of married and family life for the new Protestant minister.

13-2d Germany and the Reformation:  
Religion and Politics
From its very beginning, the fate of Luther’s move-

ment was closely tied to political affairs. In 1519, 

Charles I, king of Spain and the grandson of the 

Emperor Maximilian, was elected Holy Roman emperor 

as Charles V (1519–1556). Charles V ruled over an 

immense empire, consisting of Spain and its over-

seas possessions, the traditional Austrian Habsburg 

lands, Bohemia, Hungary, the Low Countries, and the 

kingdom of Naples in southern Italy (see Map 13.1).  

state churches in which the state supervised and disci-

plined church members. As part of the development of 

these state-dominated churches, Luther also instituted 

new religious services to replace the Mass. These featured 

a worship service consisting of a German liturgy that 

focused on Bible reading, preaching the word of God, and 

song. Following his own denunciation of clerical celibacy, 
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Map 13.1 The Empire of Charles V. Charles V spent much of his reign fighting wars in Italy, against France 

and the Ottoman Empire, and within the borders of the Holy Roman Empire. He failed in his main goal to 

secure Europe for Catholicism: the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 recognized the equality of Catholicism and 

Lutheranism and let each German prince choose his realm’s religion.

Q
 
Why would France feel threatened by the empire of Charles V?
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was formally acknowledged, with Lutheranism 

granted equal legal standing with Catholicism. 

Moreover, the peace settlement accepted the right of 

each German ruler to determine the religion of his 

subjects (but not the right of the subjects to choose 

their religion). Charles’s hope for a united empire 

had been completely dashed, and the ideal of medi-

eval Christian unity was irretrievably lost. The rapid 

proliferation of new Protestant groups served to 

underscore that new reality.

The extent of his possessions was reflected in the lan-

guages he used. He once said that he spoke Spanish to 

God, Italian to women, French to men, and German 

to his horse. Politically, Charles wanted to maintain 

his dynasty’s control over his enormous empire; reli-

giously, he hoped to preserve the unity of the Catholic 

faith throughout his empire. But despite Charles’s 

strengths, his empire was overextended, and he spent 

a lifetime in futile pursuit of his goals. Four major 

problems—the French, the papacy, the Turks, and 

Germany’s internal situation—cost him both his 

dream and his health. At the same time, the emperor’s 

problems gave Luther’s movement time to grow and 

organize before facing the concerted onslaught of the 

Catholic forces. 

Charles V’s chief political concern was his rivalry 

with the Valois king of France, Francis I (1515–1547). 

Encircled by the possessions of the Habsburg empire, 

Francis became embroiled in conflict with Charles 

over disputed territories in southern France, the 

Netherlands, the Rhineland, northern Spain, and Italy. 

These conflicts, known as the Habsburg-Valois Wars, 

were fought intermittently for more than two decades 

(1521–1544), preventing Charles from concentrating 

on the Lutheran problem in Germany.

At the same time, Charles faced opposition from 

Pope Clement VII (1523–1534), who, guided by 

political considerations, joined the side of Francis I. 

The advance of the Ottoman Turks into the eastern 

part of Charles’s empire forced the emperor to divert 

forces there as well. Under Suleiman (soo-lay-MAHN) 

the Magnificent (1520–1566), the Ottoman Turks 

overran most of Hungary, moved into Austria, and 

advanced as far as Vienna, where they were finally 

repulsed in 1529.

Finally, the internal political situation in the 

Holy Roman Empire was not in Charles’s favor. 

Germany was a land of several hundred territorial 

states—princely states, ecclesiastical principalities, 

and free imperial cities. Although all owed loyalty 

to the emperor, Germany’s medieval development 

had enabled these states to become quite indepen-

dent of imperial authority. They had no desire to 

have a strong emperor. By the time Charles V was 

able to bring military forces to Germany in 1546, 

Lutheranism had become well established and the 

Lutheran princes were well organized. Unable to 

impose his will on Germany, Charles was forced to 

negotiate a truce. An end to religious warfare in 

Germany came in 1555 with the Peace of Augsburg, 

which marked an important turning point in the his-

tory of the Reformation. The division of Christianity 

13.4 Charles V. Charles V sought to maintain religious unity 

throughout his vast empire by keeping all his subjects within 

the bounds of the Catholic Church. Due to his conflict with 

Francis I of France and his difficulties with the Turks, the 

papacy, and the German princes, Charles was never able to 

check the spread of Lutheranism. This portrait of Charles V is 

by the Venetian painter Titian.
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Over the next two years, a city council strongly 

influenced by Zwingli promulgated evangelical reforms 

in Zürich. It abolished relics and images, removed all 

paintings and decorations from the churches, and 

replaced them with whitewashed walls. A new liturgy 

consisting of Scripture reading, prayer, and sermons 

replaced the Mass. Monasticism, pilgrimages, the 

veneration of saints, clerical celibacy, and the pope’s 

authority were all abolished as remnants of papal 

Christianity.

As his movement began to spread to other cities in 

Switzerland, Zwingli sought an alliance with Martin 

Luther and the German reformers. Protestant political 

leaders attempted to promote an alliance of the Swiss 

and German reformed churches by persuading the lead-

ers of both groups to attend a colloquy (conference) at 

Marburg to resolve their differences. Although both the 

German and Swiss reformers realized the need for unity 

to defend against the opposition of Catholic authorities, 

they were unable to agree on the interpretation of the 

Lord’s Supper (see Opposing Viewpoints, p. 300). Zwingli 

believed that the scriptural words “This is my body” and 

“This is my blood” should be taken symbolically, not lit-

erally. To Zwingli, the Lord’s Supper was only a meal of 

remembrance, and he refused to accept Luther’s insis-

tence on the real presence of the body and blood of Jesus 

“in, with, and under the bread and wine.” The Marburg 

Colloquy of 1529 produced no agreement and no evan-

gelical alliance. It was a foretaste of the issues that would 

divide one reform group from another and eventually 

lead to the creation of different Protestant groups.

In October 1531, war erupted between the Swiss 

Protestant and Catholic cantons. Zürich’s army was 

routed, and Zwingli was found 

wounded on the battlefield. 

His enemies killed him, cut up 

his body, burned it, and scat-

tered the ashes. This Swiss civil 

war of 1531 provided an early 

indication of what religious 

passions would lead to in the 

sixteenth century. Unable to 

find peaceful ways to agree on 

the meaning of the Gospel, 

the disciples of Christianity 

resorted to violence and deci-

sion by force. When he heard of 

Zwingli’s death, Martin Luther, 

who had not forgotten the con-

frontation at Marburg, is sup-

posed to have remarked that 

Zwingli “got what he deserved.”

13-3 THE SPREAD OF THE 
PROTESTANT REFORMATION

 Q Focus Questions: What were the main tenets 

of Lutheranism, Zwinglianism, Anabaptism, 

and Calvinism, and how did they differ from 

each other and from Catholicism? What 

impact did political, economic, and social 

conditions have on the development of these 

four reform movements?

For both Catholics and Protestant reformers, Luther’s 

heresy raised the question of how to determine what 

constituted the correct interpretation of the Bible. The 

inability to agree on this issue led not only to theologi-

cal confrontations but also to bloody warfare as each 

Christian group was unwilling to admit that it could  

be wrong.

13-3a The Zwinglian Reformation
In the sixteenth century, the Swiss Confederation was 

a loose association of thirteen self-governing states 

called cantons. Theoretically part of the Holy Roman 

Empire, they had become virtually independent in 

1499. The six forest cantons were democratic repub-

lics, while the seven urban cantons, which included 

Zürich, Bern, and Basel, were governed primarily 

by city councils controlled by narrow oligarchies of 

wealthy citizens.

Ulrich Zwingli (OOL-rikh TSFING-lee) (1484–1531) 

was ordained a priest in 1506 and accepted an appoint-

ment as a cathedral priest in 

the Great Minster of Zürich 

in 1518. Zwingli’s preach-

ing of the Gospel caused such 

unrest that the city council in 

1523 held a public disputa-

tion or debate in the town hall. 

Zwingli’s party was accorded 

the victory, and the council 

declared that “Mayor, Council 

and Great Council of Zürich, in 

order to do away with distur-

bance and discord, have upon 

due deliberation and consulta-

tion decided and resolved that 

Master Zwingli should con-

tinue as heretofore to proclaim 

the Gospel and the pure sacred 

Scriptures.”8

Lake

Constance

Hapsburg
Castle

Aargau
Zürich

Kappel

Einsiedeln

Glarus

Altdorf

Luzern Wildhaus

St. Gall

Constance

Schaffhausen

ZÜRICH

ZUG

URI

THURGAU

GLARUS

APPEN-
ZELL

SCHWYZ

AARGAU

LUZERN

UNTER-
WALDEN

BASEL

BERN

SOLOTHURN

T
O

G
G

E
N

B
U

R
G

 

0                                                  50 Miles

0                              50                            100 Kilometers

Map 13.2 The Swiss Cantons

Experience an interactive version of this period in  13-3 The Spread of the Protestant Reformation ■ 299

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



DEBATES PLAYED A CRUCIAL ROLE in the Reformation 

period. They were a primary instrument in introducing the 

Reformation into innumerable cities as well as a means of 

resolving differences among like-minded Protestant groups. 

This selection contains an excerpt from the vivacious and 

often brutal debate between Luther and Zwingli over the 

sacrament of the Lord’s Supper at Marburg in 1529. The 

two protagonists failed to reach agreement.

The Marburg Colloquy, 1529

THE HESSIAN CHANCELLOR FEIGE: My gracious 

prince and lord [Landgrave Philip of Hesse] has 

summoned you for the express and urgent purpose 

of settling the dispute over the sacrament of the 

Lord’s Supper. . . . Let everyone on both sides pres-

ent his arguments in a spirit of moderation. . . . Now 

then, Doctor Luther, you may proceed.

LUTHER: Noble prince, gracious lord! Undoubtedly 

the colloquy is well intentioned. . . . Although I 

have no intention of changing my mind, which 

is �rmly made up, I will nevertheless present the 

grounds of my belief and show where the others 

are in error. . . . Your basic contentions are these: 

In the last analysis you wish to prove that a body 

cannot be in two places at once, and you produce 

arguments about the unlimited body which are 

based on natural reason. I do not question how 

Christ can be God and man and how the two 

natures can be joined. For God is more powerful 

than all our ideas, and we must submit to  

his word.

Prove that Christ’s body is not there where the 

Scripture says, “�is is my body!” Rational proofs 

I will not listen to. . . . It is God who commands, 

“Take, eat, this is my body.” I request, therefore, 

valid scriptural proof to the contrary.

ZWINGLI: I insist that the words of the Lord’s Sup-

per must be �gurative. �is is ever apparent, 

and even required by the article of faith: “taken 

up into heaven, seated at the right hand of the 

Father.” Otherwise, it would be absurd to look for 

him in the Lord’s Supper at the same time that 

Christ is telling us that he is in heaven. One and 

the same body cannot possibly be in di�erent 

places. . . .

LUTHER: I call upon you as before: your basic conten-

tions are shaky. Give way, and give glory to God!

ZWINGLI: And we call upon you to give glory to God 

and to quit begging the question! �e issue at stake 

is this: Where is the proof of your position? . . .  

You’re trying to outwit me. . . . You’ll have to sing 

another tune.

LUTHER: You’re being obnoxious.

ZWINGLI: (excitedly) Don’t you believe that Christ was 

attempting in John 6 to help those who did not 

understand?

LUTHER: You’re trying to dominate things! You insist 

on passing judgment! Leave that to someone 

else! . . . It is your point that must be proved, not 

mine. But let us stop this sort of thing. It serves 

no purpose.

ZWINGLI: It certainly does! It is for you to prove 

that the passage in John 6 speaks of a physical 

repast.

LUTHER: You express yourself poorly and make about 

as much progress as a cane standing in a corner. 

You’re going nowhere.

ZWINGLI: No, no, no! �is is the passage that will 

break your neck!

LUTHER: Don’t be so sure of yourself. Necks don’t 

break this way. You’re in Hesse, not Switzerland.

Q
 
How did the positions of Zwingli and Luther on the 

sacrament of the Lord’s Supper differ? What was 

the purpose of this debate? Based on this example, 

why do you think Reformation debates led to further 

hostility rather than compromise and unity between 

religious and sectarian opponents? What implication 

did this have for the future of the Protestant 

Reformation?

A Reformation Debate: Conflict at Marburg

Source: “The Marburg Colloquy,” in Great Debates of the Reformation, ed. D. Ziegler (New York: Modern Library, 1969).
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