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How do the themes of traditions and encounters  
help make sense of the entire human past?

World history is about both diversity and connections. 

We began this text with a simple goal: to help our students 

understand the unique histories of the world’s rich variety of 

peoples while allowing them to see the long histories of con-

nections and interactions that have shaped all human commu-

nities for millennia. To do this, we have written a story around 

the dual themes of traditions and encounters, so that we can 

highlight the many different religions and customs embraced 

by the world’s peoples while also exploring the encounters 

with other cultures that brought about inevitable change.

The interaction of these traditions and encounters pro-

vides the key to making sense of our past. Human communi-

ties furthered themselves not by remaining isolated, but by 

interacting with others and exploring the benefits and risks of 

reaching out. The vitality of history—and its interpretation—

lies in understanding the nature of individual traditions and 

the scope of encounters that punctuated every significant 

event in human history.

Traditions & Encounters: A Brief Global History provides 

a global vision of history that is increasingly meaningful in a 

shrinking world. The theme of traditions draws attention to the 

formation, maintenance, and sometimes collapse of individual 

societies. Because the world’s peoples have also interacted reg-

ularly with one another since the earliest days of human history, 

the theme of encounters directs attention to communications, 

interactions, networks, and exchanges that have linked individ-

ual societies to their neighbors and others in the larger world.

The themes of traditions and encounters are at the heart 

of every chapter in the text. They provide a lens through 

which to interpret the affairs of humankind and the pressures 

that continue to shape history. All aspects of the text support 

these themes—from the organization of chapters, engaging 

stories of the world’s peoples, to the robust map program 

and critical-thinking features.

Organization: Seven Eras of Global History

We discuss the world’s development through time by organizing 

it into seven eras of global history. These eras, treated succes-

sively in the seven parts of this book, represent coherent  

epochs that form the larger architecture of world history as we 

see it. Every region of the world is discussed in each of the seven 

eras. The eras owe their coherence in large part to the networks 

of transportation, communication, and exchange that have linked 

peoples of different societies at different times in the past. This 

structure allows us to make cross-cultural comparisons that help 

frame world history for students to put events in a perspective 

that renders them more understandable.

Highlights of the Fourth Edition 

In preparing this fourth edition of Traditions and Encounters: 

A Brief Global History, we have revised and updated the text 

to stay current with recent world historical scholarship and 

to stay true to the goals of a brief textbook. Significant modifi-

cations to the fourth edition include new material on the 

 ancient peoples of South and Central Asia, revised material 

on the 16th century Americas, additional material on the 

 Ottoman Empire during World War I, new scholarship on the 

Communist International, and thoroughly updated material 

on the 21st century. In addition, the visual art program has 

been extensively refreshed, and the Sources of the Past feature 

in each chapter includes a variety of new sources.

Additional significant changes to the fourth edition include 

the following: 

Chapter 21, “New Worlds: The Americas and Oceania”: 

Revised sections on “The Conquest of Mexico and Peru” 

and “Christianity and Native Religions in the Americas.”

Chapter 29, “The Great War: The World in Upheaval”: Re-

vised section on the Ottoman Empire; revised “Eyewitness” 

section; and updated Map 29.1 of the Great War in Europe 

and Southwest Asia. 

Chapter 30, “An Age of Anxiety”: New section on the 

Communist International (Comintern); expanded section 

titled “The Racial State.”

Chapter 34, “A World without Borders”: Updated material 

on “The Age of Access,” “Economic Inequities and Labor 

Servitude,” “Global Diseases,” and “War in Afghanistan.” 

Updated Map 34.1 concerning European Union membership 

and Map 34.2 concerning global estimates of HIV/AIDs.
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Instructor Resources

An abundance of instructor resources are accessible through  McGraw-Hill Connect, includ-

ing an Instructor’s Manual, Test Bank, and PowerPoint presentations for each chapter. All 

maps and most images from the print text are included. A computerized test bank powered 

by McGraw-Hill’s EZ Test allows you to quickly create a customized exam using the pub-

lisher’s supplied test questions or add your own. You decide on the number, type, and order 

of test questions with a few simple clicks.

More Primary Sources in Create

The World History Document Collection in McGraw-Hill’s Create 

(www.mcgrawhillcreate.com) allows you to choose from more than 

100 primary and secondary sources—each with a headnote and ques-

tions—that can be added to your text. Create also allows you to rearrange or omit chapters, 

combine material from other sources, and/or upload your syllabus or any other content you 

have written to make the perfect resources for your students. You can search thousands of lead-

ing McGraw-Hill textbooks to find the best content for your students and then arrange it to fit 

your teaching style. Register today at www.mcgrawhillcreate.com, and get a complimentary 

review copy in print or electronically.

McGraw-Hill Campus is a one-stop teaching and learning expe-

rience available to users of any learning management system. 

This institutional service allows faculty and students to enjoy 

single sign-on (SSO) access to all McGraw-Hill Higher Education materials from directly 

within the institution’s website. This innovative offering allows for secure and deep integra-

tion and seamless access to any of our course solutions, such as McGraw-Hill Connect, 

 McGraw-Hill Create,  McGraw-Hill LearnSmart, and Tegrity. McGraw-Hill Campus includes 

access to our entire content library including e-books,  assessment tools, presentation slides, 

and multimedia content, among other resources, providing faculty open and unlimited  access 

to prepare for class, create tests and quizzes, develop lecture material, integrate interactive 

content, and much more.
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THE BIG PICTURE

these routes also enabled the di�usion of religion, food crops, 

animal stocks, and disease pathogens.

Global Interactions

Yet the commercial, cultural, and biological exchanges of 

premodern times prefigured much more intense cross-

cultural interactions after 1500. Beginning in the fifteenth 

century, European mariners established trade routes 

linking the lands of the Indian, Atlantic, and Pacific Ocean 

PART 5
THE ORIGINS OF GLOBAL 
INTERDEPENDENCE, 1500–1800

By 1500 C.E. peoples throughout the world had built well-

organized societies with distinctive cultural traditions. 

Powerful agricultural societies dominated most of Asia, the 

Mediterranean basin, Europe, much of sub-Saharan Africa, 

Mexico, and the central Andean region. By 1500 peoples of 

the world had also established intricate transportation net-

works that supported travel, communication, and exchange. 

Although pioneered by merchants in the interests of trade, 

CHAPTER 19

Transoceanic Encounters 
and Global Connections

CHAPTER 20

The Transformation  
of Europe

CHAPTER 21

New Worlds: The 
Americas and Oceania

CHAPTER 22

Africa and the  
Atlantic World

CHAPTER 23

Tradition and Change  
in East Asia

CHAPTER 24

The Islamic Empires

This late-sixteenth-century painting idealized the Spanish 
conquest of the Aztec empire. Shown on the wall is Motecuzoma, 
captured by the Spaniards attacking his palace; he is pleading 
with the Aztecs to surrender.
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basins. These routes in turn fostered direct contact be-

tween the peoples of the eastern hemisphere, the west-

ern hemisphere, and Oceania.

The Early Modern Era

The establishment of links between all the world’s regions 

and peoples gave rise to the early modern era of world 

history, approximately 1500 to 1800 C.E. The early modern 

era di�ered from the period from 1000 to 1500, when there 

were only sporadic contacts between peoples of the east-

ern hemisphere, the western hemisphere, and Oceania. It 

also di�ered from the modern era, from 1800 to the present, 

when national states, heavy industry, powerful weapons, 

and e�cient technologies of transportation and communi-

cation enabled peoples of European ancestry to achieve 

political and economic dominance in the world.

New Exchanges

During the early modern era, several global processes 

touched peoples in all parts of the world and influenced 

the development of their societies. One involved biological 

exchange: plants, animals, diseases, and human communities 

crossed the world’s oceans and established themselves in 

new lands, where they dramatically a�ected both the natural 

environment and established societies. Another involved 

commercial exchange: merchants took advantage of newly 

established sea-lanes to inaugurate a genuinely global 

economy. Yet another process involved the di�usion of 

technologies and cultural traditions: printing and gunpowder 

spread throughout the world, and Christianity and Islam 

attracted increasing numbers of converts.

Consequences of Global Exchange

These global processes had di�erent e�ects for di�erent 

peoples. In the Americas and Oceania, diseases intro-

duced from the eastern hemisphere ravaged indigenous 

populations and sometimes led to the collapse of whole 

societies. In contrast, Europeans claimed vast stretches of 

land in the Americas, where they founded colonies and 

cultivated crops for sale on the open market. In sub-Saharan 

Africa, millions of enslaved individuals underwent a forced 

migration to the western hemisphere, where they su�ered 

both physical and psychological abuse. Meanwhile, east 

Asian and Islamic peoples  prospered from increased trade 

but restricted the introduction of foreign ideas and tech-

nologies into their societies.

 Although European peoples benefited from global 

processes of the period 1500 to 1800, by no means did they 

dominate world a�airs in early modern times. Indeed, most 

of the western hemisphere and Africa lay beyond their con-

trol until the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, European 

peoples played a more prominent role in world a�airs than 

any of their ancestors, and their e�orts helped foster the 

development of an increasingly interdependent world.

1. What was it that distinguished this early modern period 

from the period 1000–1500, and from the modern 

period after 1800?

2. What were some of the global processes of the early 

modern era that a�ected peoples all over the world?

In this anonymous painting produced about 1670, Dutch and  
English ships lie at anchor in the harbor of the busy port of Surat in 
northwestern India. Surat was the major port on the west coast of 
India, and it served as one of the chief commercial cities of the 
Mughal empire.

Mining operations at Potosi in South America gave rise to a large 
settlement that housed miners and others who supplied food, made 
charcoal, fashioned tools, and supported the enterprise. In this 
illustration from the mid-1580s, llamas laden with silver ore descend 
the mountain (background) while laborers work in the foreground to 
crush the ore and extract pure silver from it.
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An unknown artist 
created a sixteenth 
century portrait of 

Vasco da Gama, 
who established a 

sea route between 
Portugal and India.
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The European Reconnaissance of the World’s Oceans

Motives for Exploration

The Technology of Exploration

Voyages of Exploration: From the Mediterranean  

to the Atlantic

Voyages of Exploration: From the Atlantic  

to the Pacific

Trade and Conflict in Early Modern Asia

Trading-Post Empires

European Conquests in Southeast Asia

Foundations of the Russian Empire in Asia

European Commercial Rivalries

Ecological Exchanges

The Columbian Exchange

The Origins of Global Trade

EYEWITNESS:

Vasco da Gama’s Spicy Voyage

On 8 July 1497 the Portuguese mariner Vasco da Gama led a small fleet of four armed merchant vessels with 

170 crewmen out of the harbor at Lisbon. His destination was India, which he planned to reach by sailing 

around the continent of Africa and through the Indian Ocean. He carried letters of introduction from the king of 

Portugal as well as cargoes of gold, wool textiles, and other goods that he hoped to exchange for pepper and 

spices in India.

Before there would be an opportunity to trade, however, da Gama and his crew had a prolonged voyage 

through two oceans. They sailed south from Portugal to the Cape Verde Islands o� the west coast of Africa, where 

they took on fresh provisions. On 3 August they headed southeast into the Atlantic Ocean to take advantage of 

the prevailing winds. For the next ninety-five days, the fleet saw no land. By October, da Gama had found westerly 

winds in the southern Atlantic, rounded the Cape of Good Hope, and entered the Indian Ocean. The fleet slowly 

worked its way up the east coast of Africa as far as Malindi, where da Gama secured the services of an Indian 

Muslim pilot to guide his ships across the Arabian Sea. On 20 May 1498—more than ten months after its departure 

from Lisbon—the fleet anchored at Calicut in southern India.

In India the Portuguese fleet found a wealthy, cosmopolitan society. The markets of Calicut o�ered not only 

pepper, ginger, cinnamon, and other spices but also rubies, emeralds, gold jewelry, and fine cotton textiles. Alas, 

apart from gold and some striped cloth, the goods that da Gama had brought attracted little interest among 

merchants at Calicut. Nevertheless, da Gama managed to exchange gold for a cargo of pepper and cinnamon that 

turned a handsome profit when the fleet returned to Portugal in August 1499. Da Gama’s expedition also opened 

the door to direct maritime trade between European and Asian peoples and helped to establish permanent links 

between the world’s various regions.

Cross-cultural interactions have been a persistent feature of historical development. Even in ancient times 

mass migration, campaigns of imperial expansion, and long-distance trade deeply influenced societies throughout 

the world. Yet after 1500 C.E. cross-cultural interactions took place on a much larger geographic scale than ever 

before, and encounters were often more disruptive than in earlier centuries. Equipped with advanced technologies 

and a powerful military arsenal, western European peoples began to cross the world’s oceans in large numbers 

during the early modern era. At the same time, Russian adventurers built an enormous Eurasian empire and ven-

tured tentatively into the Pacific Ocean.

Europeans were not the only peoples who actively explored the larger world during the early modern era. 

In the early fifteenth century, the Ming emperors of China sponsored a series of seven enormous maritime 

expeditions that visited all parts of the Indian Ocean basin. In the sixteenth century Ottoman mariners also 

ventured into the Indian Ocean. Following the Ottoman conquest of Egypt in 1517, both merchant and military 

Vasco da Gama (VAS-koh duh GAM-uh)
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THE EUROPEAN 
RECONNAISSANCE OF  
THE WORLD’S OCEANS
Between 1400 and 1800, European mariners launched a 

remarkable series of exploratory voyages that took them to 

nearly all the earth’s waters. Those voyages were very ex-

pensive affairs. Yet private investors and government au-

thorities had strong motives to underwrite the expeditions 

and outfit them with the latest nautical technology. The 

voyages of exploration paid large dividends: they enabled 

European mariners to chart the world’s ocean basins and 

develop an accurate understanding of world geography. 

On the basis of that knowledge, European merchants and 

mariners established global networks of communication, 

transportation, and exchange—and profited handsomely 

from their efforts.

Motives for Exploration

A complex combination of motives prompted Europeans to 

explore the world’s oceans. Most important of those mo-

tives were the search for basic resources and lands suitable 

for the cultivation of cash crops, the desire to establish new 

trade routes to Asian markets, and the aspiration to expand 

the influence of Christianity.

Portuguese Exploration Mariners from the relatively  

poor kingdom of Portugal were most prominent in the 

search for fresh resources and lands. Beginning in the thir- 

teenth century, Portuguese seamen ventured away from the 

coasts and into the open Atlantic Ocean to supplement their 

own meager resources. By the early fourteenth century, they 

had discovered the uninhabited Azores and Madeiras Is-

lands and called frequently at the Canary Islands, inhabited 

by the indigenous Guanche people. These Atlantic islands 

proved ideal for the cultivation of sugar, a product that en-

joyed a strong European demand. In the fifteenth century, 

Italian investors—who had organized sugar plantations in 

the Mediterranean since the twelfth century—helped Portu-

guese mariners establish plantations in the Atlantic islands. 

Continuing Portuguese voyages also led to the establishment 

of plantations on the Cape Verde Islands, São Tomé, Prin-

cipe, and Fernando Po.

The Lure of Trade Even more alluring than the exploita-

tion of fresh lands and resources was the goal of establishing 

maritime trade routes to the markets of Asia. During the era 

of the Mongol empires, European merchants often traveled 

over land as far as China to trade for Asian goods. When 

the Mongol empires collapsed and bubonic plague spread 

across Eurasia in the fourteenth century, however, travel on 

the silk roads became much more dangerous. As a result, 

Europeans relied on Muslim mariners to bring Asian goods 

through the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea to Cairo, where 

Italian merchants purchased them for distribution in west-

ern Europe. But prices at Cairo were high, and Europeans 

sought ever-larger quantities of Asian goods, particularly 

spices.

By the fourteenth century the wealthy classes of Europe 

regarded Indian pepper and Chinese ginger as expensive ne-

cessities, and they especially prized cloves and nutmeg from 

vessels established an Ottoman presence throughout the Indian 

Ocean basin.

Although other peoples also made their way into the larger 

world, only Europeans linked the lands and peoples of the east-

ern hemisphere, the western hemisphere, and Oceania. Be-

cause of that, European peoples benefited from unparalleled 

opportunities to increase their power, 

wealth, and influence. As a result, after 

1500, European peoples became much 

more prominent in the larger world than 

before.

The expansion of European influence 

resulted in the establishment of global 

networks of transportation, communica-

tion, and exchange. Indeed, a worldwide 

di�usion of plants, animals, diseases, and 

human communities followed European 

ventures across the oceans, and intricate 

trade networks eventually gave birth to a global economy. Al-

though epidemic diseases killed millions of people, the spread 

of food crops and domesticated animals contributed to a dra-

matic surge in global population. The establishment of global 

trade networks ensured that interactions between the world’s 

peoples would continue and intensify.

1394–1460 Life of Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal

1488 Bartolomeu Dias’s voyage around the Cape of Good Hope into the 
Indian Ocean

1492 Christopher Columbus’s first voyage to the western hemisphere

1497–1499 Vasco da Gama’s first voyage to India

1519–1522 Ferdinand Magellan’s circumnavigation of the world

1565–1575 Spanish conquest of the Philippines

1768–1780 Captain James Cook’s voyages in the Pacific Ocean

CHRONOLOGY
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the spice islands of Maluku. Merchants and monarchs alike 

realized that by gaining direct access to Asian markets and 

eliminating Muslim intermediaries, they could increase the 

quantities of spices and other Asian goods available in 

 Europe while making enormous profits.

African trade also beckoned to Europeans and called 

them to the sea. Since the twelfth century, Europeans had 

purchased west African gold, ivory, and slaves brought to 

north African ports by Muslim merchants. West African 

gold was especially important to Europeans because it 

was their principal form of payment for Asian luxury goods. 

As in the case of Asian trade, Europeans realized that they 

could profit from eliminating Muslim middlemen and 

 establishing maritime routes that offered direct access to 

African markets.

Missionary E�orts Alongside material incentives, the 

goal of expanding the boundaries of Christianity drove 

 Europeans into the larger world. Like Buddhism and Islam, 

Christianity is a missionary religion that directs believers 

to spread the faith. Sometimes such efforts were attempted 

through peaceful persuasion. At other times the expansion 

of Christianity could be quite violent. Beginning in the 

eleventh century, for example, western Europeans launched 

a series of crusades against Muslims in Palestine, the 

 Mediterranean islands, and Iberia. In Iberia, in fact, the 

Muslim kingdom of Granada fell to Spanish Christian 

forces just weeks before Christopher Columbus set sail on 

his famous first voyage to the western hemisphere in 

1492. Whether through persuasion or violence, overseas 

voyages offered fresh opportunities for western Europeans 

to spread their faith.

In practice, the various motives for exploration com-

bined and reinforced one another. When the Portuguese 

mariner Vasco da Gama reached the Indian port of Calicut 

in 1498, local authorities asked him what he wanted there. 

His reply: “Christians and spices.” The goal of spreading 

Christianity thus became a powerful justification and re-

inforcement for the more material motives for the voyages 

of exploration.

The Technology of Exploration

Without advanced nautical technology and navigational 

skills, even the strongest motives would not have enabled 

European mariners to reconnoiter the world’s oceans. They 

also needed sturdy ships, good navigational equipment, 

and knowledge of sailing techniques. These they devised 

Catalan Atlas.

A detail from the Catalan Atlas, a magnificent illustrated representation of the known world produced about 1375, depicts a camel caravan 

traveling from China to Europe across the Silk Roads.
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Cape Horn

N O R T H

A T L A N T I C

O C E A N

Christopher Columbu

NOR TH

AM E R I C A

SOU TH

AM E R I C A

European voyagers traveled 

around the Horn of Africa 

as well as westward in the 

hopes of gaining direct 

access to Asian markets.

latitude, which the Portuguese then used as models for the 

construction of cross-staffs and back-staffs.

Knowledge of Winds and Currents European mari-

ners’ ability to determine direction and latitude enabled 

them to assemble a vast body of data about the earth’s 

geography and to find their way around the world’s oceans 

by combining Chinese and Arabic technologies with their 

own inherited nautical technologies from the Mediterra-

nean and northern Europe.

Ships and Sails From their experiences in the rough 

coastal waters of the Atlantic, European sailors learned to 

construct ships strong enough to brave most adverse condi-

tions. Beginning about the twelfth century, they increased 

the maneuverability of their craft by building a rudder 

onto the stern. (The sternpost rudder was a Chinese inven-

tion that had diffused across the Indian Ocean.) They out-

fitted their vessels with two types of sails: square sails 

(which enabled them to take full advantage of a wind 

blowing from behind) and triangular lateen sails (which 

could catch winds from the side as well as from behind). 

With a combination of square and lateen sails, European 

ships were able to use whatever winds arose. Their 

ability to tack—to advance against the wind by sailing 

across it—was crucial for the exploration of regions 

with uncooperative winds.

Navigational Instruments  The most important 

navigational equipment on board these vessels were 

magnetic compasses (which determined heading) and 

astro labes (which determined latitude). The compass 

was a Chinese invention that had diffused throughout 

the Indian Ocean basin in the eleventh century and had 

reached European mariners by the mid–twelfth century. 

The astrolabe was a simplified version of an instrument 

used by Greek and Persian astronomers to measure the 

angle of the sun or the pole star above the horizon. In the 

late fifteenth century, however, Portuguese mariners 

encountered Arab sailors in the Indian Ocean using sim-

pler and more serviceable instruments for determining 

M A P  1 9 .1

European exploration in the Atlantic 

Ocean, 1486–1498. Observe the 

di�erence between Bartolomeu Dias’s 

journey and Vasco da Gama’s journey 

around the Cape of Good Hope.

Why did da Gama go so far out into the 

Atlantic before rounding the Cape?

The cross-sta�.

By using cross-sta�s to measure the 

angle of the sun or the pole star 

above the horizon, mariners could 

determine latitude.

astrolabe (AS-truh-leyb)
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currents to reach destinations across the oceans. Although 

the volta do mar forced mariners to take indirect routes to 

their destinations—which at times required going hundreds 

of miles out of their way—experience soon taught that sail-

ing around contrary winds was more reliable than butting 

up against them. When Vasco da Gama sailed for India 

in 1497, for example, he sailed south to the Cape Verde 

with tolerable accuracy and efficiency. Equipped with 

 advanced technological hardware, European mariners 

ventured into the oceans and gradually compiled a body of 

practical knowledge about winds and currents. Critical to 

this body of knowledge was the strategy devised by Por-

tuguese mariners called the volta do mar (“return through 

the sea”), which involved using prevailing winds and 

CANARY
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Christopher Columbus  While Portuguese navigators 

plied the sea route to India, the Genoese mariner Cristoforo 

Colombo, known in English as Christopher Columbus 

(1451–1506), proposed sailing to the markets of Asia by 

a western route. On the basis of wide reading in the existing 

geographical literature, Columbus believed that the earth 

was a relatively small sphere with a circumference of about 

17,000 nautical miles. (In fact, the earth’s circumference is 

almost 25,000 nautical miles.) By Columbus’s calculations, 

Japan should have been less than 2,500 nautical miles 

west of the Canary Islands. (The actual distance is more 

than 10,000 nautical miles.) This geography suggested 

that sailing west from Europe to Asian markets would be 

profitable, and Columbus sought royal sponsorship for a 

voyage to prove his ideas.

Eventually Fernando and Isabel of Spain agreed to un-

derwrite Columbus’s expedition, and in August 1492 his 

fleet of three ships departed southern Spain. He sailed south 

to the Canaries, picked up supplies, and then turned west 

with the trade winds. On the morning of 12 October 1492, 

he made landfall at an island in the Bahamas that the na-

tive Taino inhabitants called Guanahaní and that Columbus 

rechristened San Salvador (also known as Watling Island). 

Thinking that he had arrived in the spice islands known fa-

miliarly as the Indies, Columbus called the Tainos “Indians.” 

He sailed around the Caribbean for almost three months in 

search of gold, and at the large island of Cuba he sent a del-

egation to seek the court of the emperor of China. When 

Columbus returned to Spain, he reported to his royal spon-

sors that he had reached islands just off the coast of Asia.

Hemispheric Links Columbus never reached the riches of 

Asia, and he obtained very little gold in the Caribbean. 

Yet news of his voyage spread rapidly throughout Europe, 

and hundreds of Spanish, English, French, and Dutch 

mariners soon followed in his wake. Initially, many of them 

continued to seek the passage to Asian waters that Colum-

bus himself had pursued. Over a longer term, however, it 

became clear that the American continents and the Carib-

bean islands themselves held abundant opportunities for 

entrepreneurs. Thus Columbus’s voyages to the western 

hemisphere had unintended but momentous consequences, 

since they established links between the eastern and western 

hemispheres and paved the way for the conquest, settlement, 

and exploitation of the Americas by European peoples.

Voyages of Exploration:  
From the Atlantic to the Pacific

While some Europeans sought opportunities in the Amer-

icas, others continued to seek a western route to Asian 

markets. However, in the early sixteenth century no one 

suspected the vast size of the Pacific Ocean, which covers 

one-third of the earth’s surface.

Islands and then allowed the trade winds to carry him 

southwest into the Atlantic Ocean until he approached the 

coast of Brazil. Only then did da Gama catch the prevail-

ing westerlies that allowed him to sail east around the Cape 

of Good Hope. As they became familiar with the wind sys-

tems of the world’s oceans, European mariners developed 

variations on the volta do mar that enabled them to travel 

reliably to coastlines throughout the world.

Voyages of Exploration:  
From the Mediterranean  
to the Atlantic

Prince Henry of Portugal Although European explor-

atory voyaging began as early as the thirteenth century, the 

pace quickened decisively after 1415. In that year, Prince 

Henry of Portugal (1394–1460), often called Prince Henry 

the Navigator, conquered the Moroccan port of Ceuta and 

sponsored a series of voyages down the west African coast. 

Portuguese merchants soon established fortified trading 

posts at São Jorge da Mina (in modern Ghana) and other 

strategic locations. There they exchanged European horses 

and goods for gold and slaves. Portuguese explorations con- 

tinued after Henry’s death, and in 1488 Bartolomeu Dias 

rounded the Cape of Good Hope and entered the Indian 

Ocean. He did not proceed farther because of storms and a 

restless crew, but the route to India, China, and the spice-

bearing islands of southeast Asia lay open. The sea route to 

the Indian Ocean offered European merchants the oppor-

tunity to buy silk, spices, and pepper at the source, rather 

than through Muslim intermediaries, and to take part in 

the flourishing trade of Asia.

Vasco da Gama As we have already seen, in 1497 Vasco 

da Gama sought to do just that, departing Lisbon with a 

fleet of four armed merchant ships bound for India. His 

experience was not altogether pleasant. His fleet went 

more than three months without seeing land, and his car-

goes excited little interest in Indian markets. Moreover, 

less than half of his crew made it safely back to Portugal. 

Yet his cargo of pepper and cinnamon was hugely profit-

able, and Portuguese merchants began immediately to 

organize further expeditions. By 1500 they had built a 

trading post at Calicut, and Portuguese mariners soon 

called at ports throughout the Indian Ocean basin. By the 

late sixteenth century, English and Dutch mariners fol-

lowed suit.

Ceuta (SYOO-tuh)

São Jorge de Mina (sou hor-hay day meena)

Bartolomeu Dias (bahr-tol-uh-MEY-oh dee-as)

Taino (tah-EE-no)

Guanahaní (Gwah-nah-nee)



 Chapter 19  Transoceanic Encounters and Global Connections  357

He believed that the spice islands and Asian markets lay 

fairly close to the western coast of the Americas, and he 

decided to pursue Christopher Columbus’s goal of estab-

lishing a western route to Asian waters. Because Portuguese 

Ferdinand Magellan The reconnaissance of the Pacific 

Ocean basin began with the Portuguese navigator Fernão 

de Magalhães (1480–1521), better known as Ferdinand 

Magellan. While sailing in the service of Portugal, Magel-

lan had visited ports throughout the Indian Ocean basin 

and had traveled east as far as the spice islands of Maluku. 

Christopher Columbus kept journals of his experiences 

during his voyages to the western hemisphere. The 

journal of his first voyage survives mostly in summary,  

but it clearly communicates Columbus’s first impressions  

of the peoples he met in the Caribbean islands. The 

following excerpts show that Columbus, like other  

European mariners, had both Christianity and commerce  

in mind when exploring distant lands.

Thursday, 11 October [1492]. . . .

I . . . in order that they would be friendly to us—because 

I  recognized that they were people who would be better 

freed [from error] and converted to our Holy Faith by love 

than by force—to some of them I gave red caps, and glass 

beads which they put on their chests, and many other 

things of small value, in which they took so much plea-

sure and became so much our friends that it was a marvel. 

Later they came swimming to the ships’ launches where 

we were and brought us parrots and cotton thread in 

balls and javelins and many other things, and they traded 

them to us for other things which we gave them, such as 

small glass beads and bells. In sum, they took everything 

and gave of what they had willingly.

But it seemed to me that they were a people very 

poor in everything. All of them go as naked as their moth-

ers bore them; and the women also, although I did not 

see more than one quite young girl. And all those that I 

saw were young people, for none did I see of more than  

30 years of age. They are very well formed, with hand-

some bodies and good faces. Their hair [is] coarse— 

almost like the tail of a horse—and short. They wear their 

hair down over their eyebrows except for a little in the 

back which they wear long and never cut. . . .

They do not carry arms nor are they acquainted with 

them, because I showed them swords and they took them 

by the edge and through ignorance cut themselves. They 

have no iron. Their javelins are shafts without iron and 

some of them have at the end a fish tooth and others of 

other things. All of them alike are of good-sized stature 

and carry themselves well. I saw some who had marks of 

wounds on their bodies and I made signs to them asking 

what they were; and they showed me how people from 

other islands nearby came there and tried to take them, 

and how they defended themselves and I believed and 

believe that they come here from tierra firme [the conti-

nent] to take them captive. They should be good and 

 intelligent servants, for I see that they say very quickly 

 everything that is said to them; and I believe that they 

would become Christians very easily, for it seemed to me 

that they had no religion. . . .

Monday, 12 November. . . .

They are very gentle and do not know what evil is; nor 

do  they kill others, nor steal; and they are without weap-

ons and so timid that a hundred of them flee from one 

of  our men even if our men are teasing them. And they 

are  credulous and aware that there is a God in heaven 

and convinced that we come from the heavens; and they 

say very quickly any prayer that we tell them to say, and 

they make the sign of the cross. So that Your Highnesses 

ought to resolve to make them Christians: for I believe 

that  if you begin, in a short time you will end up hav- 

ing converted to our Holy Faith a multitude of peoples 

and  acquiring large dominions and great riches and all 

of  their peoples for Spain. Because without doubt there 

is  in these lands a very great quantity of gold; for not 

 without cause do these Indians that I bring with me say 

that  there are in these islands places where they dig gold 

and wear it on their chests, on their ears, and on their 

arms, and on their legs; and they are very thick bracelets. 

And also there are stones, and there are precious pearls 

and infinite spicery. . . . And also here there is probably 

a  great quantity of cotton; and I think that it would sell 

very well here without taking it to Spain but to the big 

 cities belonging to the Grand [Mongol] Khan.

For Further Reflection

■	 On the basis of Columbus’s account, what inferences 

can you draw about his plans for American lands and 

peoples?

Source: Christopher Columbus. The Diario of Christopher 

Columbus’s First Voyage to America. Trans. by Oliver Dunn and 

James E. Kelley Jr. Norman. Copyright © 1989 by University of 

Oklahoma Press. Used with permission.

SourcesfromthePast
Christopher Columbus’s First Impressions of American Peoples

Ferdinand Magellan (FUR-dih-nand muh-JEHL-uhn)
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where he and 40 of his crew were killed in a local political 

dispute. The survivors continued on to the spice islands of 

Maluku, where they took on a cargo of cloves. They then 

sailed home through the familiar waters of the Indian 

Ocean—and thus completed the first circumnaviga-

tion of the world—returning to Spain after a voyage of 

almost exactly three years. Of Magellan’s five ships and 

280 men, only one ship with 18 of the original crew re-

turned. (An additional 17 crewmen returned later by other 

routes.)

Exploration of the Pacific The Pacific Ocean is so 

vast that it took European explorers almost three centuries 

to chart its features. Spanish merchants built on informa-

tion gleaned from Magellan’s expedition and established a 

trade route between the Philippines and Mexico, but they 

did not continue to explore the ocean basin itself. English 

navigators, however, ventured into the Pacific in search of 

a northwest passage from Europe to Asia. While search-

ing for a passage, English mariners established many of the 

mariners had already reached Asian markets through the 

Indian Ocean, they had little interest in Magellan’s pro-

posed western route. Thus, on his Pacific expedition and 

circumnavigation of the world (1519–1522), Magellan sailed 

in the service of Spain.

The Circumnavigation Magellan’s voyage was an exer-

cise in endurance. He began by probing the eastern coast 

of South America in search of a strait leading to the 

Pacific. Eventually he found and sailed through the 

treacherous Strait of Magellan near the southern tip of 

South America. His fleet then sailed almost four months 

before taking on fresh provisions at Guam. During that 

period crewmen survived on worm-ridden biscuits, ship’s 

rats, leather they had softened in the ocean, and water 

gone foul. Lacking fresh fruits and vegetables in their 

diet, many of the crew fell victim to the dreaded disease 

of scurvy, which caused painful rotting of the gums, loss of 

teeth, abscesses, hemorrhaging, and in most cases death. 

Scurvy killed 29 members of Magellan’s crew during the 

Pacific crossing.

Conditions improved after the fleet called at 

Guam, but its ordeal had not come to an end. From 

Guam, Magellan proceeded to the Philippine Islands, 
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Voyages of European exploration in the Pacific Ocean, 1519–1780.

What made exploration of the Pacific Ocean so daunting? What 

fate befell Magellan and Cook?
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Trading-Post Empires

Portuguese Trading Posts Portuguese mariners built 

the earliest trading-post empire. Their goal was not to 

conquer territories but to control trade routes by forcing 

merchant vessels to call at fortified trading sites and pay 

duties there. Vasco da Gama obtained permission from local 

authorities to establish a trading post at Calicut when he 

arrived there in 1498. By the mid–sixteenth century, Por-

tuguese merchants had built more than fifty trading posts 

between west Africa and east Asia.

Afonso d’Albuquerque Equipped with heavy artillery, 

Portuguese vessels were able to overpower most other 

craft they encountered, and they sometimes trained their 

cannon effectively onshore. The architect of their aggres-

sive policy was Afonso d’Albuquerque, commander of 

Portuguese forces in the Indian Ocean during the early 

sixteenth century. Albuquerque’s fleets seized Hormuz 

in 1508, Goa in 1510, and Melaka in 1511. From these 

details of Pacific geography. In the sixteenth century, for 

example, Sir Francis Drake scouted the west coast of 

North America as far north as Vancouver Island.

Russian expansion was mostly a land-based affair in 

early modern times, but by the eighteenth century Russians 

also were exploring the Pacific Ocean. Russian officials 

commissioned the Danish navigator Vitus Bering to under-

take two maritime expeditions (1725–1730 and 1733–1742) 

in search of a northeast passage to Asian ports. Bering sailed 

through the icy Arctic Ocean and the Bering Strait, which 

separates Siberia from Alaska.

Other Russian explorers made their way from Alaska 

down the western Canadian coast to northern California. 

By 1800 Russian mariners were scouting the Pacific Ocean 

as far south as the Hawaiian Islands. Indeed, they built a 

small fort on the island of Kaua‘i and engaged in trade 

there for a few years in the early nineteenth century.

Captain James Cook  Alongside Magellan, however, 

the most important of the Pacific explorers was Captain 

James Cook (1728–1779), who led three expeditions to 

the Pacific and died in a scuffle with the indigenous peo-

ple of Hawai‘i. Cook charted eastern Australia and New 

Zealand, and he added New Caledonia, Vanuatu, and 

Hawai‘i to European maps of the Pacific. He probed the 

frigid waters of the Arctic Ocean and spent months at a 

time in the tropical islands of Tahiti, Tonga, and Hawai‘i. 

By the time Cook’s voyages had come to an end, Euro-

pean geographers had compiled a reasonably accurate 

 understanding of the world’s ocean basins, their lands, and 

their peoples.

TRADE AND CONFLICT  
IN EARLY MODERN ASIA
The voyages of exploration taught European mariners 

how to sail to almost any coastline in the world and return 

safely. Once they arrived at their destinations, they sought 

commercial opportunities. In the eastern hemisphere they 

built a series of fortified trading posts that offered footholds 

in regions where established commercial networks had 

held sway for centuries. They even attempted to control the 

spice trade in the Indian Ocean, but with limited success. 

For the most part, they did not have the human numbers 

or the military power to impose their rule in the eastern 

hemisphere. In a parallel effort involving expansion across 

land rather than the sea, Russian explorers and adventurers 

established a presence in central Asia and Siberia, thus 

laying the foundations for a vast Eurasian empire. Com-

mercial and political rivalries in both the eastern and the 

western hemispheres also led to conflict between European 

peoples, which resulted in numerous wars between com-

peting powers for both territory and resources.

Captain James Cook.

A portrait of Captain James Cook painted by William Hodges 

about 1775 depicts a serious and determined man.

What physical prop is included in the portrait, and why?

Afonso d’Albuquerque (al-FAWN-soo d’AL-buh-kur-kee)
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In reality, however, Portuguese forces did not have 

enough vessels to enforce their commander’s orders. Arab, 

Indian, and Malay merchants continued to play prominent 

roles in Indian Ocean commerce, usually without taking 

the precaution of securing a safe-conduct pass. Indeed, 

Arab vessels continued to deliver shipments of pepper and 

spices through the Red Sea, which Portuguese forces never 

managed to control, to Cairo and Mediterranean trade 

routes.

strategic sites, Albuquerque sought to control Indian 

Ocean trade by forcing all merchant ships to purchase safe-

conduct passes and present them at Portuguese trading 

posts. Ships without passes were subject to confiscation, 

along with their cargoes. Albuquerque’s forces punished 

violators of his policy by executing them or cutting off 

their hands. Albuquerque was confident of Portuguese 

naval superiority and its ability to control trade in the 

 Indian Ocean.
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European trading posts in Africa and Asia, ca. 1700. Note how many more trading posts there were in Asia than in Africa.

What accounts for the di�erence?
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money to trade. Although they enjoyed 

government support, the companies were 

privately owned enterprises. Unham-

pered by political oversight, company 

agents concentrated strictly on profitable 

trade. Their charters granted them the 

right to buy, sell, build trading posts, and 

even make war.

The English and Dutch companies 

experienced immediate financial success. 

In 1601, for example, five En glish ships 

set sail from London with cargoes mostly 

of gold and silver coins valued at thirty 

thousand pounds sterling. When they re-

turned in 1603, the spices that they carried were worth 

more than one million pounds sterling. Because of their 

advanced nautical technology, powerful military arsenal, 

efficient organization, and relentless pursuit of profit, the 

English East India Company and the VOC contributed to 

the early formation of a global network of trade.

European Conquests  
in Southeast Asia

Following voyages of exploration to the western hemisphere, 

Europeans conquered indigenous peoples, built territo-

rial empires, and established colonies settled by European 

migrants. In the eastern hemisphere, however, they were 

mostly unable to force their will on large Asian populations 

and powerful centralized states. With the decline of the 

Portuguese effort to control shipping in the Indian Ocean, 

Europeans mostly traded peacefully in Asian waters along-

side Arab, Indian, Malay, and Chinese merchants.

Yet in two island regions of southeast Asia—the Phil-

ippines and Indonesia—Europeans conquered existing au-

thorities and imposed their rule. Though densely populated, 

neither the Philippines nor Indonesia had a powerful state 

when Europeans arrived there in the sixteenth century. Nor 

did imperial authorities in China or India lay claim to the 

island regions. Heavily armed ships enabled Europeans to 

bring overwhelming force to bear and to establish imperial 

regimes that favored the interests of European merchants.

Conquest of the Philippines  Spanish forces ap-

proached the Philippines in 1565 under the command of 

Miguel López de Legazpi, who named the islands after 

King Philip II of Spain. Because the Philippines had no 

central government, there was no organized resistance to 

the intrusion. By 1575 Spanish forces controlled the coastal 

regions of the central and northern islands, and during the 

By the late sixteenth century, Portuguese hegemony in 

the Indian Ocean was growing weak. Portugal was a small 

country with a small population—about one million in 

1500—and was unable to sustain its large seaborne trad- 

ing empire. In addition, by the late sixteenth century, in-

vestors in other lands began to organize expeditions to 

Asian markets. Most prominent of those who followed 

the Portuguese into the Indian Ocean were English and 

Dutch mariners.

English and Dutch Trading Posts Like their prede-

cessors, English and Dutch merchants built trading posts 

on Asian coasts and sought to channel trade through them, 

but they did not attempt to control shipping on the high 

seas. They also occasionally seized Portuguese sites, al-

though Portuguese authorities held many of their trading 

posts into the twentieth century. Meanwhile, English and 

Dutch entrepreneurs established parallel networks. English 

merchants concentrated on India and built trading posts at 

Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta, while the Dutch operated 

more broadly from Cape Town, Colombo, and Batavia 

(modern Jakarta on the island of Java).

English and Dutch merchants enjoyed two main advan-

tages over their Portuguese predecessors. They sailed faster, 

cheaper, and more powerful ships, which offered both an 

economic and a military edge over their competitors. Fur-

thermore, they conducted trade through an exceptionally 

efficient form of commercial organization—the joint-stock 

company—which enabled investors to realize handsome 

profits while limiting the risk to their investments.

The Trading Companies English and Dutch merchants 

formed two especially powerful joint-stock companies: the 

English East India Company, founded in 1600, and its 

Dutch counterpart, the United East India Company, known 

from its initials as the VOC (Vereenigde Oost-Indische 

Compagnie), established in 1602. Private merchants ad-

vanced funds to launch these companies, outfit them with 

ships and crews, and provide them with commodities and 
Miguel López de Legazpi (mee-GEHL  

LOH-pess de le-GAHS-pee)

Thinking about ENCOUNTERS

Trading Post Empires

Trading-post empires provided the most prominent spaces for 

cross-cultural interactions between Europeans, Africans, and 

Asians. Trading posts also limited European intrusion into Africa  

and Asia, especially in contrast to the settlement empires of the 

Americas. What characterized the relations between, for example,  

the Portuguese and the inhabitants of the Indian Ocean basin? Why 

were Europeans confined to such posts?
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others to follow their example. They opened schools to 

teach the fundamentals of Christian doctrine, along with 

basic literacy, in densely populated regions throughout 

the islands. Although Spanish missionaries initially faced 

resistance, over the long term Filipinos turned increas-

ingly to Christianity, and by the nineteenth century the 

Philippines had become one of the most fervent Roman 

Catholic lands in the world.

Conquest of Java Dutch mariners who imposed their 

rule on the islands of Indonesia did not worry about seek-

ing converts to Christianity but concentrated instead on 

the trade in spices, particularly cloves, nutmeg, and mace. 

The architect of Dutch policy was Jan Pieterszoon Coen, 

who in 1619 founded Batavia on the island of Java to 

serve as an entrepôt for the VOC. Coen’s plan was to estab-

lish a VOC monopoly over spice production and trade, thus 

enabling Dutch merchants to reap enormous profits in 

European markets. Coen brought his naval power to bear 

on the small Indonesian islands and forced them to deliver 

spices only to VOC merchants. By the late seventeenth 

century, the VOC controlled all the ports of Java as well 

as most of the important spice-bearing islands throughout 

the Indonesian archipelago.

Dutch numbers were too few for them to rule directly 

over their whole southeast Asian empire. They made alli-

ances with local authorities to maintain order in most regions, 

reserving only Batavia and the most important spice-

bearing islands for direct Dutch rule. The Dutch did not 

embark on campaigns of conquest for purposes of adding 

to their holdings, but they uprooted spice-bearing plants 

on islands they did not control and mercilessly attacked 

peoples who sold their spices to merchants not associated 

with the VOC. Monopoly profits from the spice trade not 

only enriched the VOC but also made the Netherlands the 

most prosperous land in Europe throughout most of the 

seventeenth century.

Foundations of the  
Russian Empire in Asia

While western European peoples were building maritime 

empires, Russians were laying the foundations for a vast 

land empire that embraced most of northern Eurasia. This 

round of expansion began in the mid–sixteenth century, 

as Russian forces took over several Mongol khanates in 

central Asia. Those acquisitions resulted in Russian control 

over the Volga River and offered opportunities for trade 

with the Ottoman empire, Iran, and even India through 

the Caspian Sea. In the eighteenth century, Russian forces 

extended their presence in the Caspian Sea region by ab-

sorbing much of the Caucasus, a vibrant multiethnic region 

embracing the modern-day states of Georgia, Armenia, 

and Azerbaijan.

seventeenth century they extended their authority to most 

parts of the archipelago except the southern island of Min-

danao, where a large Muslim community stoutly resisted 

Spanish expansion.

Manila Spanish policy in the Philippines revolved around 

trade and Christianity. Manila soon emerged as a bustling, 

multicultural port city—an entrepôt for trade, particularly 

in silk—and it quickly became the hub of Spanish com-

mercial activity in Asia. Chinese merchants were especially 

prominent in Manila. They occupied a specially designated 

commercial district of the city and supplied silk goods that 

Spanish traders shipped to Mexico in the Manila galleons. 

Their commercial success brought suspicion on the Chinese 

community, however, and resentful Spanish and Filipino 

residents massacred Chinese merchants in several eruptions 

of violence over the next few hundred years. Meanwhile, 

the Spanish also sought to Christianize the Philippines. 

Spanish rulers and missionaries pressured prominent Fili-

pinos to convert to Christianity in hopes of persuading 

The spice trade.

Harvesting mace on the island of Lontor in the Banda Islands.

Mindanao (min-duh-NAH-oh)

Jan Pieterszoon Coen (yahn PEE-tuhr-sohn KOH-uhn)
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Competition and Conflict Indeed, throughout the sev-

enteenth and early eighteenth centuries, commercial and 

political rivalries led to running wars between ships flying 

different flags. Dutch vessels were most numerous in the 

Indian Ocean, and they enabled the VOC to dominate the 

spice trade. Dutch forces expelled most Portuguese mer-

chants from southeast Asia and prevented English mariners 

from establishing secure footholds there. By the early eigh-

teenth century, trade in Indian cotton and tea from Cey-

lon had begun to overshadow the spice trade, and English 

and French merchants working from trading posts in India 

became the dominant carriers in the Indian Ocean. Fierce 

competition again generated violence: in 1746 French forces 

seized the English trading post at Madras, one of the three 

principal centers of British operations in India.

Commercial competition led to conflict also in the 

Caribbean and the Americas. English pirates and privateers 

preyed on Spanish shipping from Mexico, often seizing 

vessels carrying cargoes of silver. English and French forces 

constantly skirmished and fought over sugar islands in the 

Caribbean while also contesting territorial claims in North 

America. In addition, almost all conflicts between Euro-

pean states in the eighteenth century spilled over into the 

Caribbean and the Americas.

ECOLOGICAL EXCHANGES
European explorers and those who followed them estab-

lished links between all lands and peoples of the world. 

Interaction between peoples in turn resulted in an un-

precedented volume of exchange across the boundary lines 

of societies and cultural regions. Some of that exchange 

involved biological species: plants, food crops, animals, 

human populations, and disease pathogens all spread to 

regions they had not previously visited. These biological 

exchanges had differing and dramatic effects on human 

populations, destroying some of them through epidemic 

diseases while enlarging others through increased food 

supplies and richer diets. Commercial exchange also flour-

ished in the wake of the voyages of exploration as Euro-

pean merchants traveled to ports throughout the world in 

search of trade. Indeed, by the mid–eighteenth century 

they had established globe-girdling networks of trade and 

communication.

The Columbian Exchange

Biological Exchanges Processes of biological exchange 

were prominent features of world history well before mod-

ern times. The early expansion of Islam, for example, had 

facilitated the diffusion of plants and food crops through-

out much of the eastern hemisphere during the period from 

about 700 to 1100 C.E., some of which helped spark demo-

graphic and economic growth in the lands where they took 

Siberia Far more extensive were Russian acquisitions in 

northeastern Eurasia. The frozen tundras and dense forests 

of Siberia posed formidable challenges, but explorers and 

merchants made their way into the region in a quest for fur. 

In the late sixteenth century, Russian explorers pushed 

into the interior regions of Siberia by way of the region’s 

great rivers. By 1639 they had made their way across the 

Eurasian landmass and reached the Pacific Ocean.

Native Peoples of Siberia Siberia was home to about 

twenty-six major ethnic groups that lived by hunting, 

trapping, fishing, or herding reindeer. These indigenous 

peoples varied widely in language and religion, and they 

responded in different ways to the arrival of Russian ad-

venturers who sought to exact tribute from them by coerc-

ing them to supply animal pelts on a regular basis. Some 

groups readily accepted iron tools, woven cloth, flour, 

tea, and liquor for the skins of fur-bearing animals such 

as otter, lynx, and especially sable. Others resented the 

ever-increasing demands for tribute and resisted Russian 

encroachment on their lands. For example, the Yakut peo-

ple of the Lena and Aldan river valleys in central Siberia 

mounted a revolt against Russian oppression in 1642. The 

Russian response was brutal: over a period of forty years, 

Russian forces drove many Yakut out of their settlements 

and reduced their population by an estimated 70 percent. 

Quite apart from military violence, the peoples of Siberia 

reeled from epidemic diseases that reduced many popula-

tions by more than half.

The Russian Occupation of Siberia Despite the re-

gion’s harsh climate, Russian migrants—some of whom 

were social misfits or convicted criminals—gradually fil-

tered into Siberia and thoroughly altered its demographic 

complexion. Small agricultural settlements grew up near 

many trading posts, particularly in the fertile Amur 

River valley. Over time, Siberian trading posts developed 

into Russian towns with Russian-speaking populations 

attending Russian Orthodox churches. By 1763 some  

420,000 Russians lived in Siberia, nearly double the num-

ber of indigenous inhabitants. In the nineteenth century, 

large numbers of additional migrants moved east to mine 

Siberian gold, silver, copper, and iron, and the Russian 

state was well on the way toward consolidating its control 

over the region.

European Commercial Rivalries

Exploration and imperial expansion led to conflicts not 

only between Europeans and Asians but also among the 

Europeans. Mariners competed vigorously for trade in Asia 

and the Americas, and their efforts to establish markets—

and sometimes monopolies—led frequently to clashes with 

their counterparts from different lands.
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root. Yet the Columbian exchange—the global diffusion of 

plants, food crops, animals, human populations, and dis-

ease pathogens that took place after voyages of exploration 

by Christopher Columbus and other European mariners—

had consequences much more profound than earlier rounds 

of biological exchange. Unlike earlier processes, the Colum-

bian exchange involved lands with radically different flora, 

fauna, and diseases. For thousands of years the various spe-

cies of the eastern hemisphere, the western hemisphere, and 

Oceania had evolved along separate lines. By creating links 

between these biological zones, the European voyages of 

exploration set off a round of biological exchange that per-

manently altered the world’s human geography and natural 

environment.

Beginning in the early sixteenth century, infectious 

and contagious diseases brought sharp demographic 

losses to indigenous peoples of the Americas and the 

Pacific islands. The worst scourge was smallpox, but 

measles, diphtheria, whooping cough, and influenza 

also took heavy tolls.  Before the voyages of exploration, 

Epidemic disease in the Americas.

Smallpox victims in the Aztec empire. The disease killed most of 

those it infected and left disfiguring scars on survivors.

According to this depiction, what were the symptoms of smallpox?

ome events or processes in the global  

past are so momentous that they  

produce social, political, economic, or 

environmental changes for centuries— 

even in places thousands of miles from their points of 

origin. In other words, we can see the reverberations  

of these events or processes in multiple places and in 

multiple timelines after they occur. Understanding the 

spectrum of consequences spurred by such momentous 

events and processes can help us trace the historical 

connections between the world’s people and places,  

even when such connections may not have been  

obvious to people living at the time.

Although the European mariners who first came into contact 

with the people, flora, and fauna of the Americas could not 

have understood it at the time, their encounters set in motion 

a process that permanently transformed not just the Americas 

but the entire world in ways that are still relevant today. Two 

facets of the exchange demonstrate how this was so: disease 

and the transfer of flora and fauna.

Disease

In this chapter we have already seen the devastating e�ect 

of disease on populations indigenous to the Americas, with 

scholars estimating between 50 and 90 percent mortality 

across the entire region. Such high mortality was a key fac-

tor in allowing European invaders to conquer, settle, and 

 expand throughout the Americas—a process discussed in 

chapter 21. In other words, if disease had not ravaged in-

digenous populations, it seems likely that Europeans would 

not have been able to use American lands for their own 

purposes on such a large scale, and also that the population 

of the  present-day Americas would be composed of many 

more peoples whose ancestors were native to the area. A 

longer-term consequence of disease during the Columbian 

 exchange was that there were simply not enough labor-

ers  in large parts of the Americas to carry out the work re-

quired by large-scale agricultural enterprises developed by 

Europeans after conquest. As a result, first the Portuguese 

and then many other Europeans began to import African 

 labor to the Americas, a process discussed in chapter 22. 

The Atlantic slave trade, in turn, had profound e�ects on 

 enslaved individuals, the African states involved, and the 

eventual composition of populations in the Americas.

Flora and Fauna

In this chapter we have seen that the Columbian ex-

change involved extensive movement of plants and ani-

mals between Eurasia and the Americas. Over the long 

term, these exchanges transformed landscapes around 

S

Short-Term and Long-Term E�ects of the Columbian Exchange

Reverberations
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 Although scholars do not agree about the scale of mortal-

ity because preconquest population data are incomplete, 

many believe that within a century the indigenous popula-

tion of Mexico had declined by as much as 90 percent, 

from about 17 million to 1.3 million. By that time Spanish 

conquerors had imposed their rule on Mexico, and the 

political, social, and cultural traditions of the indigenous 

peoples had either disappeared or fallen under Spanish 

domination.

Imported diseases took their worst tolls in densely pop-

ulated areas such as the Aztec and Inca empires, but they 

did not spare other regions. Smallpox and other diseases 

were so easily transmissible that they raced to remote areas 

of North and South America and sparked epidemics well 

before the first European explorers arrived in those regions. 

By the 1530s smallpox may have spread as far from Mexico 

as the Great Lakes in the north and the pampas of Argen-

tina in the south.

When introduced to the Pacific islands, infectious 

and contagious diseases struck vulnerable populations 

none of the peoples of the western hemisphere or 

 Oceania possessed inherited or acquired immunities to 

those pathogens. In the eastern hemisphere, these dis-

eases were endemic: they claimed a certain number of 

victims from the ranks of infants and small children, but 

survivors gained immunity to the diseases through 

 exposure at an early age. In some areas of Europe, for 

example, smallpox was responsible for 10 to 15 percent 

of deaths, but most victims were age ten or younger. 

Although its individual effects were tragic, smallpox 

did not pose a threat to European society as a whole 

because it did not carry away economically and socially 

productive adults.

Epidemic Diseases and Population Decline When 

infectious and contagious diseases traveled to previously 

unexposed populations, however, they touched off fero-

cious epidemics that sometimes destroyed entire soci-

eties. Beginning in 1519, epidemic smallpox ravaged 

the Aztec empire in combination with other diseases. 

the  world by introducing plant and animal species that 

became invasive in their new environments (such as dan-

delions in the Americas or pigs on the island of Barba-

dos).  Some introductions to the Americas, like the horse, 

brought about fundamental cultural changes. For exam-

ple, Plains Indians adopted horses in order to hunt wild game 

more e�ectively, resulting in dramatic changes in  gender 

ideologies and lifestyle. Products that  originated in the 

Americas also had a profound  impact on other parts of the 

world. For example, nu tritional foods native to the Americas—

including potatoes, corn, and sweet potatoes—helped spur 

population growth in places like China (chapter 23) that were 

not involved in the initial process of exchange at all. Nonfood 

crops were important to the Columbian exchange as well: 

tobacco, introduced from the Americas, was widely and 

quickly integrated into the cultures of both Europe (chap-

ter 19) and the Islamic empires (chapter 24). In fact, in just a 

little more than one hundred years after being  introduced to 

tobacco for the first time, Europeans had  introduced tobacco 

to Europe, Asia, west Africa, and the Near East. In the pres-

ent, approximately 1.1 billion of the world’s people are smok-

ers, and about 25 percent of smokers die from smoke-related 

causes.

These are only a small sampling of the historical re-

verberations of the Columbian exchange, both through 

time and across space. When reading subsequent chap-

ters, try to identify additional developments that may 

have their origins in this truly momentous process.

Tobacco. Tobacco was long used for religious and spiritual purposes in 
the Americas. After their arrival in the Americas, Europeans quickly 
popularized tobacco as a trade item and as a recreational drug to be 
smoked, snu�ed, or chewed.

5PART
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of Eurasia to the western hemisphere 

traveled wheat, rice, sugar, bananas, ap-

ples, cherries, peaches, peas, and citrus 

fruits. Africa contributed yams, okra, 

 collard greens, and coffee. Animals like 

horses, cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, and 

chickens also went from Europe to the 

Americas, where they sharply increased 

supplies of food and animal energy.

Food crops native to the Americas 

also played prominent roles in the Colum-

bian exchange. American crops that took 

root in Africa, Asia, and Europe include maize, potatoes, 

beans, tomatoes, peppers, peanuts, manioc, papayas, gua-

vas, avocados, tobacco, pineapples, and cacao, to name 

only a few. Residents of the eastern hemisphere only grad-

ually developed a taste for American crops, but by the 

eighteenth century maize and potatoes had contributed to 

a sharply increased number of calories in Eurasian diets. 

In tropical regions, peanuts and manioc flourished in soils 

that otherwise would not produce large yields or support 

large populations.

Population Growth The Columbian exchange of plants 

and animals fueled a surge in world population. In 1500, as 

Eurasian peoples were recovering from epidemic bubonic 

with the same horrifying effects as in the Americas. All 

told, disease epidemics sparked by the Columbian ex-

change probably caused the worst demographic calamity 

in all of world history. Between 1500 and 1800, upward of 

100 million people may have died of diseases imported 

into the Americas and Pacific islands.

Food Crops and Animals Over a longer term, however, 

the Columbian exchange increased rather than diminished 

human population because of the global spread of food crops 

and animals that it sponsored. In the long term, a better-

nourished world was an important contributing factor in 

the growth of the world’s population, which began in the 

eighteenth century and has continued to the present. Out 

The Columbian exchange of foods.

Illustrations in an early-seventeenth-century book depict pineapple, potatoes, and cassava—all plants native to the 

Americas and unknown to Europeans before the sixteenth century.

Thinking about TRADITIONS

Local Foodways

For millennia, humans had generally relied on locally tended crops 

and foraged foods for their sustenance. How did the Columbian 

exchange alter those traditional foodways? What new crops and 

animals traveled between the eastern and western hemispheres—and 

what were the consequences?
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economy in the Pacific Ocean basin. For 250 years, from 

1565 to 1815, Spanish galleons—sleek, fast, heavily 

armed ships capable of carrying large cargoes—regularly 

plied the waters of the Pacific Ocean between Manila in 

the Philippines and Acapulco on the west coast of 

Mexico. From Manila they took Asian luxury goods to 

Mexico and exchanged them for silver. Most of the pre-

cious metal made its way to China, where a thriving 

domestic economy demanded increasing quantities of silver. 

Meanwhile, some of the Asian luxury goods from Manila 

remained in Mexico or went to Peru, where they contrib-

uted to a comfortable way of life for Spanish ruling elites. 

Most, however, went overland across Mexico and then 

traveled by ship across the Atlantic to Spain and Euro-

pean markets.

Environmental E�ects of Global Trade  As silver 

lubricated growing volumes of global trade, pressures in-

creased on several animal species that had the misfortune 

to become commodities on the world market. Fur-bearing 

animals came under particularly intense pressure, as hunt-

ers sought their pelts for sale to consumers in China, Eu-

rope, and North America. During the seventeenth century, 

an estimated two hundred to three hundred thousand sable 

pelts flowed annually from Siberia to the global market, 

and during the eighteenth century, more than sixteen mil-

lion North American beaver pelts fed consumers’ demands 

for fur hats and cloaks. Wanton hunting of fur-bearing ani-

mals soon drove many species into extinction or near ex-

tinction, permanently altering the environments they had 

formerly inhabited. Early modern hunters also harvested 

plague, world population stood at about 425 million. By 

1600 it had increased more than 25 percent, to 545 million. 

By 1750 human population stood at 720 million, and by 

1800 it had surged to 900 million, having grown by almost 

50 percent during the previous century. Much of the rise 

was due to the increased nutritional value of diets enriched 

by the global exchange of food crops and animals.

Migration Alongside disease pathogens and plant and 

animal species, the Columbian exchange involved the 

spread of human populations through transoceanic migra-

tion, whether voluntary or forced. During the period from 

1500 to 1800, the largest contingent of migrants consisted 

of enslaved Africans transported involuntarily to the Amer-

icas. A smaller migration involved Europeans who traveled 

to the Americas and settled in lands depopulated by in-

fectious and contagious diseases. During the nineteenth 

century, European peoples traveled in huge numbers to 

the western hemisphere and also to south Africa, Australia, 

and Pacific islands, and Asian peoples migrated to tropi-

cal and subtropical destinations throughout much of the 

world. In combination, those migrations have profoundly 

influenced modern world history.

The Origins of Global Trade

The trading-post empires established by Portuguese, Dutch, 

and English merchants linked Asian markets with Euro-

pean consumers and offered opportunities for European 

mariners to participate in the carrying trade within Asia. 

Indeed, by the late sixteenth century, European merchants 

carrying carpets, spices, silks, and silver were as prominent 

as Arabs in the trading world of the Indian Ocean basin.

Transoceanic Trade  Besides stimulating commerce in 

the eastern hemisphere, the voyages of European mer-

chant mariners encouraged the emergence of a genuinely 

global trading system. As Europeans established colonies 

in the Caribbean and the Americas, for example, trade 

networks extended to all corners of the Atlantic Ocean 

basin. European manufactured goods traveled west across 

the Atlantic in exchange for silver from Mexican and 

 Peruvian mines and agricultural products such as sugar 

and tobacco, both of which were in high demand among 

European consumers. Trade in human beings also figured 

in Atlantic commerce. European manufactured goods 

went south to west Africa, where merchants exchanged 

them for African slaves, who then went to the tropical and 

subtropical regions of the western hemisphere to work on 

plantations.

The Manila Galleons The experience of the Manila 

galleons illustrates the early workings of the global 

The Manila galleons.

An artist’s rendering of a Spanish galleon. Galleons were large, 

multidecked, highly stable and maneuverable sailing ships used by 

Europeans for war or commerce. The Spanish and the Portuguese 

built the largest types for their profitable overseas trade.
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cultivators. En glish, Dutch, and other merchants eagerly 

purchased the cowry shells—which served as currency in 

much of sub-Saharan Africa—and exchanged them for 

slaves destined for plantations in the western hemisphere. 

The sugar went on the market at Amsterdam and found its 

way to consumers throughout Europe. And that was just 

the beginning. By 1750 all parts of the world except 

Australia participated in global networks of commercial 

relations in which European merchant mariners played 

prominent roles.

enormous numbers of deer, codfish, whales, walruses, and 

seals as merchants sought to supply animal products for 

global consumers.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the vol-

ume of global trade expanded rapidly. During the seven-

teenth century, for example, Dutch merchants imported, 

among other commodities, wheat from south Africa, 

cowry shells from India, and sugar from Brazil. The 

wheat fed domestic consumers, who increasingly worked 

as merchants, bankers, or manufacturers rather than as 

Global commercial and biological exchanges arose from 

the efforts of European mariners to explore the world’s 

waters and establish sea-lanes that would support long-

distance trade. Their search for sea routes to Asia led 

them to the western hemisphere and the vast expanse of 

the Pacific Ocean. The geographic knowledge that they 

accumulated enabled them to link the world’s regions into 

a finely articulated network of trade. But commercial 

 exchange was not the only result of this global network. 

Food crops, animal stocks, disease pathogens, and human 

migrants also traveled the sea-lanes and dramatically 

 influenced societies throughout the world. Transplanted 

crops and animal species led to improved nutrition and 

increasing populations throughout the eastern hemi-

sphere. Epidemics sparked by unfamiliar disease patho-

gens ravaged indigenous populations in the Americas and 

the Pacific islands. Mass migrations of human communi-

ties transformed the social and cultural landscape of the 

Americas and encouraged increased mingling of the 

world’s peoples. The European voyages of exploration, 

transoceanic trade networks, and the Columbian exchange 

pushed the world’s regions toward interdependence and 

global integration.
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The Transformation of Europe

CHAPTER 20

This detail from a sixteenth-century painting by François Dubois depicts the brutal murder of French Protestants in 
Paris during the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre on August 23, 1572.
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EYEWITNESS:

Martin Luther Challenges the Church

In 1517 an obscure German monk posed a challenge to the Roman Catholic church. Martin Luther of Wit-

tenberg denounced the church’s sale of indulgences, a type of pardon that excused individuals from doing 

penance for their sins. Indulgences had been available since the eleventh century, but to raise funds for the recon-

struction of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome, church authorities began to market indulgences aggressively in the early 

sixteenth century. From their point of view, indulgences were splendid devices: they encouraged individuals to 

reflect piously on their behavior while also bringing large sums of money into the church’s treasury.

To Martin Luther, however, indulgences were signs of greed, hypocrisy, and moral rot in the Roman Catholic 

church. Luther believed that no human being had the power to absolve individuals of their sins and grant them 

admission to heaven, so for him the sale of indulgences constituted a vast fraud. In October 1517, following aca-

demic custom, he o�ered to debate publicly with anyone who wished to dispute his views, and he denounced the 

sale of indulgences in a document called the Ninety-five Theses.

Luther did not nail his work to the church door in Wittenberg, although a popular legend credits him with that 

gesture, but news of the Ninety-five Theses spread instantly: within a few weeks, printed copies were available 

throughout Europe. Luther’s challenge galvanized both strong support and severe criticism. Religious and political 

authorities seeking to maintain the established order were especially critical. Church o�cials judged Luther’s views 

erroneous, and in 1520 Pope Leo X excommunicated him. In 1521 the Holy Roman emperor Charles V, a devout 

Roman Catholic, summoned Luther and demanded that he recant his views. Luther’s response: “I cannot and will 

not recant anything, for it is neither safe nor right to act against one’s conscience. Here I stand. I can do no other. 

God help me. Amen.”

Martin Luther’s challenge held enormous religious and political implications. Though expelled from the 

church, Luther still considered himself Christian, and he held religious services for a community of devoted fol-

lowers. By the 1520s, religious dissent had spread through much of Germany and Switzerland. During the 1530s 

dissidents known as Protestants—because of their protest against the established order—organized movements 

also in France, England, the Low Countries, Italy, and Spain. By mid-century Luther’s act of individual rebellion 

had mushroomed into the Protestant Reformation, which shattered the religious unity of western Christendom.

For all its unsettling e�ects, the Protestant Reformation was only one of several powerful movements that 

transformed European society during the early modern era. Another was the consolidation of strong centralized 

states, which took shape partly because of the Reformation. Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, 

monarchs in western Europe took advantage of religious quarrels to tighten control over their societies. By the 

mid–eighteenth century, some rulers had concentrated so much power in their own hands that historians 

refer to them as absolute monarchs.

Alongside religious conflict and the building of powerful states, capitalism and early modern science profoundly  

influenced western European society in early modern times. Early capitalism encouraged European merchants 
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THE FRAGMENTATION  
OF WESTERN CHRISTENDOM
Although the peoples of western Europe spoke different 

languages and observed different customs, the church of 

Rome provided them with a common religious and cultural 

heritage. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 

however, revolts against the Roman Catholic church shat-

tered the religious unity of western Europe. Followers of 

Martin Luther and other Protestant reformers established 

a series of churches independent of Rome, and Roman 

Catholic leaders strengthened their own church against 

the challengers. Throughout early modern times, religious 

controversies fueled social tensions.

The Protestant Reformation

Martin Luther Martin Luther (1483–1546) quickly at-

tracted enthusiastic support from others who resented the 

policies of the Roman church. Luther was a talented writer, 

and he published scores of works condemning the Roman 

church. His cause benefited enormously from the print-

ing press, which had first appeared in Europe in the mid–

fifteenth century. A sizable literate public inhabited Euro - 

pean cities and towns, and readers eagerly consumed printed 

works on religious as well as secular themes. Printed edi-

tions of Luther’s writings appeared throughout Europe and 

sparked spirited debates on theological issues. His supporters 

and his critics took their own works to the printers, and reli-

gious controversies kept the presses busy churning out pam-

phlets and treatises for a century and more. Luther attacked 

the Roman church for a wide range of abuses and called for 

thorough reform of Christendom. He advocated the clo-

sure of monasteries, translation of the Bible from Latin into 

vernacular languages, and an end to priestly authority, in-

cluding the authority of the pope himself. Most important, 

Luther believed that salvation could never be earned through 

good works or through the prayers of others. Instead, he 

argued, humans could be saved only through faith in the 

promises of God as revealed in the Bible. This idea of “justi-

fication by faith alone” became the core of Protestant belief. 

When opponents pointed out that Luther’s reform program 

ran counter to church policy, he rejected the authority of the 

church hierarchy and proclaimed that the Bible was the only 

source of Christian religious authority.

Reform outside Germany Luther’s works drew an en-

thusiastic popular response, and in Germany they fueled a 

movement to reform the church along the lines of Luther’s 

teachings. Lay Christians flocked to hear Luther preach in 

Wittenberg, and several princes of the Holy Roman Em-

pire warmed to Luther’s views—partly because of personal 

conviction but partly also because religious controversy 

offered opportunities for them to build their own power 

bases. Although German enthusiasm for Lutheranism was 

not monolithic, nevertheless many of the most important 

German cities—Strasbourg, Nuremberg, and Augsburg, 

among others—passed laws requiring all religious services 

and manufacturers to reorganize their busi-

nesses in search of maximum e�ciency. 

Early modern science challenged traditional 

ways of understanding the world and the 

universe and prompted European intel-

lectuals to seek an entirely rational under-

standing of the natural world.

Thus between 1500 and 1800, west-

ern Europe underwent a thorough trans-

formation. Although the changes were 

unsettling and often disruptive, they also 

strengthened European society. Indeed, by 

1800 several European states had become 

especially powerful, wealthy, and dynamic. 

They stood poised to play major roles in 

world a�airs during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries.

vernacular (ver-NA-kyoo-lar)

1473–1543 Life of Nicolaus Copernicus

1478 Foundation of the Spanish Inquisition

1483–1546 Life of Martin Luther

1517 Publication of the Ninety-five Theses

1540 Foundation of the Society of Jesus

1545–1563 Council of Trent

1564–1642 Life of Galileo Galilei

1571–1630 Life of Johannes Kepler

1618–1648 Thirty Years’ War

1642–1727 Life of Isaac Newton

1643–1715 Reign of King Louis XIV

1648 Peace of Westphalia

1694–1778 Life of Voltaire

1723–1790 Life of Adam Smith

CHRONOLOGY
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to follow Protestant doctrine and procedures during the 

1520s and 1530s. By the mid–sixteenth century about half 

the German population had adopted Lutheran Christian-

ity, and reformers had launched Protestant movements and 

established alternative churches in other lands as well. By 

the late 1520s the prosperous cities of Switzerland—Zurich, 

Basel, and Geneva—had fledgling Protestant churches. The 

heavily urbanized Low Countries also responded enthusias-

tically to Protestant appeals. Protestants appeared even in 

Italy and Spain, although authorities in those lands handily 

suppressed their challenge to the Roman church.

John Calvin Meanwhile, an even more influential refor-

mation was taking shape in France and French-speaking 

Switzerland. The initiator was a French lawyer, John 

 Calvin (1509–1564), who in the 1530s converted to Prot-

estant Christianity. Because the French monarchy sought 

to suppress Protestants, Calvin moved to French-speaking 

Geneva in Switzerland, where he organized a tight-knit 

Protestant community. Calvin also composed an influential 

treatise, Institutes of the Christian Religion (first published 

in 1536), that presented Protestant teachings as a coherent 

and organized package. Although Calvin believed in the 

basic elements of Luther’s Protestant teachings, his ideas 

differed from those of Luther in important ways. Most 

fundamentally, Calvin emphasized the awesome power of 

God more than Luther did. Indeed, he believed not only 

that humans could never earn salvation but also that God 

had in fact already determined which individuals would be 

saved from damnation before they were even born. These 

individuals, known as “the elect,” were predestined to sal-

vation regardless of their deeds on earth. This doctrine of 

“predestination,” as it became known, grew increasingly 

important to the Calvinist church in the generations after 

Calvin’s death.

Calvin’s Geneva was based on a strict code of morality 

and discipline. Calvinists were supposed to dress simply, 

to study the Bible regularly, and to refrain from activities 

such as playing cards and dancing. It was, in effect, a model 

Protestant community. Geneva also became an important 

missionary center from which Calvinist doctrine spread to 

other parts of Europe. Calvinist missionaries were most ac-

tive in France, where they attracted strong interest in the 

cities, but they ventured also to Germany, the Low Coun-

tries, England, Hungary, and—most successfully—the 

Netherlands and Scotland.

The English Reformation In England a reformation 

took place for political as well as religious reasons. Luther-

ans and other Protestants worked to build a following in 

 En gland from the 1520s on, but they faced stout government 

resistance until King Henry VIII (reigned 1509–1547) came 

into conflict with the pope. Henry wanted to divorce his 

wife, who had not borne a male heir, but the pope refused to 

allow him to do so. Henry’s response was to sever relations 

with the Roman church and make himself supreme head of 

the Anglican church—an English pope, as it were. While 

Henry reigned, the theology of the English church changed 

little, but his successors replaced Roman Catholic with Prot-

estant doctrines and rituals. By 1560 England had perma-

nently left the Roman Catholic community. Indeed, by the 

late sixteenth century, Lutherans, Calvinists, and Anglicans 

in Europe had built communities large enough that a return 

to religious unity in western Christendom was inconceivable.

The Catholic Reformation

In response to the Protestant Reformation, Roman Catho-

lic authorities undertook a wide-ranging reform effort of 

their own. Their purpose was to clarify differences between 

Roman and Protestant churches, to correct abuses within 

the church (such as the ability of wealthy men to purchase 

clerical offices), to persuade Protestants to return to the 

Roman church, and to deepen the sense of spirituality and 

religious commitment in their own community. Taken to-

gether, their efforts constituted the Catholic Reformation.

The Council of Trent Two institutions were especially 

important for defining the Catholic Reformation and advanc-

ing its goals—the Council of Trent and the Society of Jesus. 

The Council of Trent was an assembly of high church offi-

cials who met intermittently between 1545 and 1563 to 

address matters of doctrine and reform. During the meet-

ings, the council defined the elements of Roman Catholic 

theology in detail. The council also took steps to reform the 

church by demanding that church authorities observe strict 

standards of morality and requiring them to establish schools 

and seminaries to prepare priests properly for their roles.

St. Ignatius of Loyola While the Council of Trent 

dealt with doctrine and reform, the Society of Jesus sought 

to extend the boundaries of the reformed Roman church. 

The society’s founder was St. Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556), 

a Basque nobleman and soldier who in 1521 suffered a leg 

wound that ended his military career. While recuperating 

he read spiritual works and popular accounts of saints’ lives, 

and he resolved to put his energy into religious work. In 

1540, together with a small band of disciples, he founded 

the Society of Jesus.

The Society of Jesus Ignatius required that members 

of the society, known as Jesuits, complete a rigorous and 

advanced education in theology, philosophy, languages, his-

tory, literature, and science. As a result of that preparation, 

the Jesuits made extraordinarily effective missionaries. They 

also acquired a reputation for discipline and determination, 

and often served as counselors to kings and other rulers. 

They also were the most prominent of the early Christian 
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Witch-Hunting In the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, fears that individu-

als were making alliances with the devil 

sparked a widespread hunt for witches. 

About 110,000 individuals underwent trial 

as suspected witches, and about 60,000 of 

them died either by hanging or by burn-

ing at the stake. Most of the victims— 

perhaps 95 percent—were poor, old, sin-

gle, or widowed women who lived on the 

margins of their societies and thus were 

easy targets for accusers. Although the fear 

of witches had largely diminished by 1700, 

the intermittent pursuit of witches for the 

better part of two centuries revealed clearly the stresses 

and strains—both secular and religious—that afflicted 

European society during early modern times.

Religious Wars Religious tensions also led to outright 

war between Protestant and Roman Catholic communi-

ties. Religious wars wracked France for thirty-six years 

(1562–1598), for example, and they also complicated re-

lations between Protestant and Roman Catholic states. 

In 1588 King Philip II of Spain (reigned 1556–1598) at-

tempted to force England to return to the Roman Catho-

lic church by sending the Spanish Armada—a huge flotilla 

missionaries outside Europe: in the wake of the European 

reconnaissance of the world’s oceans, Jesuits attracted con-

verts in India, China, Japan, the Philippines, and the Amer-

icas, thus making Christianity a genuinely global religion.

Witch Hunts and Religious Wars

Europeans took religion seriously in the sixteenth century, 

and religious divisions helped to fuel social and political 

conflict. Apart from wars, the most destructive violence 

that afflicted early modern Europe was the hunt for 

witches, which was especially prominent in regions, such 

as the Rhineland, where ten-

sions between Protestants and 

Roman Catholics ran high.

Like many other peoples, 

Europeans had long believed 

that certain individuals pos-

sessed unusual or supernatural 

powers. During the late fifteenth 

century, theologians developed a 

theory that some of these people 

were witches who derived their 

powers—such as the ability to 

fly through the night on brooms 

or pitchforks—from the devil. 

Theorists believed that witches 

regularly flew off to distant 

places to attend the witches’ 

Sabbath, a gathering that fea-

tured devil worship and the 

concoction of secret potions 

and culminated in sexual rela-

tions with the devil himself. 

Indeed, witchcraft became a 

convenient explanation for any 

unpleasant turn of events—

failure of a crop, an unexpected 

death, or inability to conceive 

a child.

Three Witches.

Henry Fuseli’s 1783 painting o�ers a dramatic depiction of three witches. The painter based his 

image on the three witches who appear in William Shakespeare’s play Macbeth. He titled his 

painting The Weird Sisters or The Three Witches.

Which physical features identify these women as “weird” sisters?

Thinking about TRADITIONS

The Creation of New Traditions

Until the early sixteenth century, most of Europe was culturally 

united by the common practice of Roman Christianity. As a result of 

the Reformation, however, European peoples formed new identities 

and traditions based on their practice of either reformed Roman 

Catholicism or the various Protestant faiths. What makes it possible 

for well-established traditions to change over time, and how are new 

traditions created?
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During the early sixteenth century, it seemed that Emperor 

Charles V (reigned 1519–1556) might establish the Holy 

Roman Empire as the preeminent political authority in 

Europe, but by midcentury it was clear that there would 

be no revival of empire. Thus, unlike China, India, and 

the Ottoman empire, early modern Europe developed as a 

region of independent states.

Charles V After 1438 the Habsburg family, with extensive 

dynastic holdings in Austria, dominated the Holy Roman 

Empire. Through marriage alliances, the Habsburgs accu-

mulated rights and titles to lands throughout Europe and 

beyond. Indeed, when Charles V became emperor in 1519, 

his empire stretched from Vienna in Austria to Cuzco in 

Peru. In spite of his far-flung holdings, Charles did not 

extend his authority throughout Europe. Part of the reason 

was that throughout his reign Charles had to devote much 

of his attention and energy to the Lutheran movement and 

to putting down imperial princes who took advantage of 

religious controversy to assert their independence. Foreign 

difficulties also played a role, because Charles’s neigh-

bors to the west and east—in France and the Ottoman 

empire, respectively—actively opposed the creation of a 

powerful Holy Roman Empire.

To ensure that Charles’s territories remained in disar-

ray, for example, the Roman Catholic French kings aided 

German Lutherans in their rebellion against the Holy Roman 

Empire. The French kings even allied with the Muslim 

Ottoman Turks against the emperor, who did not want a 

powerful Christian empire to threaten their holdings in 

eastern Europe and the Mediterranean basin.

Thus domestic and foreign problems prevented 

Charles V from establishing his vast empire as the supreme 

political authority in Europe. In 1556, disappointed espe-

cially in his inability to suppress the Lutherans in his ter-

ritories, the emperor abdicated his throne and retired to a 

monastery in Spain. His empire did not survive. Charles 

bestowed his holdings in Spain, Italy, the Low Countries, 

and the Americas on his son, King Philip II of Spain, and 

his brother Ferdinand inherited the Habsburg family lands 

in Austria and the imperial throne.

The New Monarchs

In the absence of effective imperial power, public affairs 

fell to the various regional states that had emerged during 

the middle ages. In this period, however, the most power-

ful European states were the kingdoms of England, 

France, and Spain. During the late fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries, rulers of these lands, known as the “new mon-

archs,” marshaled their resources, curbed the nobility, and 

built strong centralized regimes.

consisting of 130 ships and 30,000 men—to dethrone the 

Protestant Queen Elizabeth. The effort collapsed, how-

ever, when English forces disrupted the Spanish fleet by 

sending blazing, unmanned ships into its midst. Then a 

ferocious gale scattered Spanish vessels throughout the 

North Sea.

Religious convictions also aggravated relations be-

tween the Netherlands and Spain by fueling the revolt of 

the Dutch provinces from their overlord, the king of Spain. 

In 1567 resistance escalated into a full-scale rebellion. By 

1610 the seven northern provinces (the modern Nether-

lands) had won their independence and formed a republic 

known as the United Provinces, leaving ten southern prov-

inces (modern Belgium) under Spanish and later Austrian 

rule until the late eighteenth century.

The Thirty Years’ War The religious wars culminated 

in a great continental conflict known as the Thirty Years’ 

War (1618–1648). The war opened after the Holy Roman 

emperor attempted to force his Bohemian subjects to re-

turn to the Roman Catholic church, and the main bat-

tleground was the emperor’s territory in Germany. By the 

time the war ended, however, Spanish, French, Dutch, 

German, Swedish, Danish, Polish, Bohemian, and Russian 

forces had taken part in the conflict. The war itself was the 

most destructive European conflict before the twentieth 

century. Quite apart from violence and brutalities commit-

ted by undisciplined soldiers, the war damaged economies 

and societies throughout Europe and led to the deaths of 

about one-third of the German population. And though 

religious differences were not the only issues of the war, 

they complicated other issues and made them more dif-

ficult to resolve.

THE CONSOLIDATION  
OF SOVEREIGN STATES
Although fundamentally a religious movement, the Refor-

mation had strong political implications, and centralizing 

monarchs readily made use of religious issues in their ef-

forts to strengthen their states and enhance their authority. 

Indeed, after the devastation of the Thirty Years’ War, rul-

ers of these states devised a diplomatic system that sought 

to maintain order among the many independent and com-

petitive European states.

The Attempted Revival of Empire

After the dissolution of the Carolingian empire in the ninth 

century C.E., there was no effective imperial government in 

western Europe. The Holy Roman Empire emerged in the 

tenth century, but its authority extended only to Germany 

and northern Italy, and even there its power was contested. Carolingian (kar-uh-LIHN-jee-uhn)
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monarchs to raise powerful armies when the need arose. 

That, in turn, resulted in increased control over the no-

bility, who could no longer compete with the power and 

wealth of the state.

The Spanish Inquisition The debates and disputes 

launched by the Protestant Reformation also helped mon-

archs increase their power. Whereas monarchs in Protestant 

lands—including England, much of Germany, Denmark, 

and Sweden—expropriated church wealth to expand their 

powers, others relied on religious justifications to advance 

Finance The new monarchs included Henry VIII of 

En gland, Louis XI and Francis I of France, and Fernando 

and Isabel of Spain. All the new monarchs sought to 

enhance their treasuries by developing new sources of 

 finance. The French kings levied direct taxes on sales, 

households, and the salt trade. A new sales tax dramatically 

boosted Spanish royal income in the sixteenth century, 

and English kings increased revenues by raising fines and 

fees for royal services. Moreover, after Henry VIII severed 

ties between the English and Roman churches, he confis-

cated all church properties in England, which dramati-

cally increased the size and wealth of the state.

State Power With their increased income the new mon-

archs enlarged their administrative staffs, which enabled 

them to collect taxes and implement royal policies more 

reliably than before. Increased wealth also allowed the new 
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could be ruthless. They sentenced hundreds of victims to 

hang from the gallows or burn at the stake and imprisoned 

many others for extended periods of time. Fear of the Inqui-

sition deterred nobles from adopting Protestant views out 

of political ambition, and inquisitors also used their influ-

ence to silence those who threatened the Spanish monarchy. 

From 1559 to 1576, for example, inquisitors imprisoned 

the archbishop of Toledo—the highest Roman Catholic 

church official in all of Spain—because of his political 

independence.

Constitutional States

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as they 

sought to restore order after the Thirty Years’ War, European 

states developed along two lines. Rulers in England and 

the Netherlands shared authority with representative insti-

tutions and created constitutional states, whereas monarchs 

in France, Spain, Austria, Prussia, and Russia concentrated 

power in their own hands and created a form of state known 

as absolute monarchy.

During the seventeenth century the island kingdom 

of England and the maritime Dutch republic evolved 

governments that recognized rights pertaining to 

 individuals and representative institutions. Their consti-

tutional states took different forms: in England a consti-

tutional monarchy emerged, whereas in the Netherlands 

a republic based on representative government emerged. 

In neither land did constitutional government come eas-

ily into being: in England it followed a civil war (1642–

1649), and in the Netherlands it followed a long struggle 

for independence in the late sixteenth century. In both 

lands, however, constitutional government strengthened 

the state and provided a political framework that en-

abled merchants to flourish as never before in European 

experience.

The English Civil War Constitutional government came 

to En gland after political and religious disputes led to 

the English civil war. Politically, disputes arose between the 

king and the parliament over the king’s ability to institute 

new taxes without parliamentary approval, while religious 

tensions between the Anglican king and a vocal group of 

zealous, reform-minded Calvinists in Parliament created a 

deep rift between the two branches of government. By 

1641 King Charles I and Parliament were at loggerheads. 

Both sides raised armies. In the conflicts that followed, 

Parliamentary forces captured Charles and in 1649 executed 

him for tyranny. Yet English problems of government con-

tinued through a dictatorial Puritan regime as well as the 

restoration of the monarchy in 1660, until in 1688 Parliament 

deposed King James II and invited his daughter Mary and 

her Dutch husband, William of Orange, to assume the 

throne. The resulting arrangement provided that kings 

state ends. The Spanish Inquisition was the most distinctive 

institution of that kind. Fernando and Isabel founded the 

Spanish Inquisition in 1478, and they obtained papal license 

to operate the institution as a royal agency. Its original task 

was to ferret out those who secretly practiced Judaism or 

Islam, but Charles V charged it with responsibility also for 

detecting Protestant heresy in Spain.

Inquisitors had broad powers to investigate suspected 

cases of heresy. Popular legends have created an erroneous 

impression of the Spanish Inquisition as an institution run-

ning amok, framing innocent victims and routinely subject-

ing them to torture. In fact, inquisitors usually observed 

rules of evidence, and they released many suspects after 

investigation. Yet when they detected heresy, inquisitors 

The Spanish Inquisition.

This engraving, Judgment Scene at Spanish Inquisition, depicts 

an auto-da-fé, or “act of faith,” involving the execution of Jews 

by burning at the stake. An auto-da-fé more specifically was the 

ritual of public penance and punishment of condemned heretics. 

In 1492, the Catholic monarchy of Spain ordered the expulsion of 

Jews from Spain, e�ectively ending such acts against Jews.
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Absolute Monarchies

Whereas constitutional states devised ways to share power 

and authority, absolute monarchies stood on a theoretical 

foundation known as the divine right of kings. This theory 

held that kings derived their authority from God and 

served as “God’s lieutenants upon earth.” There was no 

role in divine-right theory for common subjects or even 

nobles in public affairs: the king made law and deter-

mined policy. In fact, absolute monarchs always relied on 

support from nobles and other social groups, but the 

claims of divine-right theory clearly reflected efforts at 

royal centralization.

The most conspicuous absolutist state was the 

French monarchy. The architect of French absolutism 

was a prominent church official, Cardinal Richelieu, 

who served as chief minister to King Louis XIII from 

1624 to 1642. Richelieu worked systematically to under-

mine the power of the nobility and enhance the authority 

of the king. He destroyed nobles’ castles and ruthlessly 

crushed aristocratic conspiracies. As a counterweight to 

the nobility, Richelieu built a large bureaucracy staffed 

by commoners loyal to the king. He also appointed offi-

cials to supervise the implementation of royal policy in 

the provinces.

The Sun King The ruler who best epitomized royal ab-

solutism was King Louis XIV (reigned 1643–1715). In 

fact, Louis XIV once reportedly declared that he was him-

self the state: “l’état c’est moi.” Known as le roi soleil—

“the sun king”—Louis surrounded himself with splendor 

befitting one who ruled by divine right. During the 1670s 

he built a magnificent residence at Versailles, and in the 

would rule in cooperation with 

Parliament, thus guaranteeing that 

nobles, merchants, and other con-

stituencies would enjoy represen-

tation in government affairs. It also 

provided a momentous precedent 

in European affairs about the 

power of a people to replace its 

government if it is not perceived 

to be acting in the best interests of 

its people.

The Dutch Republic As in 

England, a combination of politi-

cal and religious tensions led to 

conflict from which constitu-

tional government emerged in the 

Netherlands. In the mid–sixteenth 

century,  authority over the Low 

Countries, including modern-day 

Belgium as well as the Nether-

lands, rested with King Philip II of Spain. In 1566 Philip, 

a devout Roman Catholic, moved to suppress an increas-

ingly popular Calvinist movement in the  Netherlands—a 

measure that provoked large-scale rebellion against 

Spanish rule. In 1581 a group of Dutch provinces pro-

claimed themselves the independent United Provinces. 

Representative assemblies organized local affairs in each 

of the provinces, and on that foundation political leaders 

built a Dutch republic. Although Spain did not officially 

recognize the independence of the United Provinces until 

1648, the Dutch republic was effectively organizing 

 affairs in the northern Low Countries by the early seven-

teenth century.

In both England and the Dutch republic, merchants 

were especially prominent in political affairs, and state 

policy in both lands favored maritime trade and the build-

ing of commercial empires overseas. The constitutional 

states allowed entrepreneurs to pursue their economic inter-

ests with minimal interference from public authorities, 

and during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

both states experienced extraordinary prosperity as a result 

of those policies. Indeed, in many ways the English and 

Dutch states represented an alliance between merchants 

and rulers that worked to the benefit of both. Merchants 

supported the state with the wealth that they generated 

through trade—especially overseas trade—and rulers 

followed policies that looked after the interests of their 

merchants.

The execution of King Charles I.

In this contemporary painting, the executioner holds up the just-severed head of King Charles I 

of England. The sight of a royal execution overcomes one woman, who faints (at bottom). 

Richelieu (RISH-uh-loo)

Louis (LOO-ee)

Versailles (vehr-SEYE)
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Spanish, Austrian, and Prussian rulers embraced similar 

policies. Yet the potential of absolutism to increase state 

power was particularly conspicuous in the case of Russia, 

where tsars of the Romanov dynasty (1613–1917) tightly 

centralized government functions. Most important of the 

Romanov tsars was Peter I (reigned 1682–1725), widely 

known as Peter the Great, who inaugurated a thorough-

going process of state transformation. Peter had a burning 

desire to transform Russia, a huge but underpopulated 

land, into a great military power like those that had re-

cently emerged in western Europe. In 1697–1698 he led a 

large party of Russian observers on a tour of Germany, 

the Netherlands, and England to learn about western 

European administrative methods and military technol-

ogy. His traveling companions often behaved crudely by 

western European standards: they consumed beer, wine, 

1680s he moved his court there. Louis’s palace at Versailles 

was the largest building in Europe, with 230 acres of 

formal gardens and 1,400 fountains. All prominent nobles 

established residences at Versailles for their families and 

entourages. Louis strongly encouraged them to live at 

court, where he and his staff could keep an eye on them, 

and ambitious nobles gravitated there anyway in hopes of 

winning influence with the king. While nobles living at 

Versailles mastered the intricacies of court ritual and 

attended banquets, concerts,  operas, balls, and theatrical 

performances, Louis and his ministers ran the state, main-

tained a huge army, waged war, and promoted economic 

development. In effect, Louis provided the nobility with 

luxurious accommodations and endless entertainment in 

exchange for absolute rule.

Absolutism in Russia under Peter I Louis XIV was 

not the only absolute monarch of early modern Europe: 

Versailles.

King Louis XIV and his entourage approach the main gate of Versailles (bottom right). Though only partially constructed at the time of this 

painting (1668), Versailles was already a spacious and luxurious retreat for Louis and his court.

Romanov (ruh-MAH-nuhf)
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Thus, in Russia as in other European lands, absolutist 

policies resulted in tight centralization and considerable 

strengthening of the state. The enhanced power that flowed 

from absolutism became dramatically clear in the period 

1772 to 1797, when Austria, Prussia, and Catherine II’s 

Russia picked the weak kingdom of Poland apart. In a 

series of three “partitions,” the predatory absolutist states 

seized Polish territory and absorbed it into their own 

realms, ultimately wiping Poland entirely off the map. 

The lesson of the partitions was clear: any European state 

that hoped to survive needed to construct an effective 

government that could respond promptly to challenges 

and opportunities.

The European States System

Whether they relied on absolutist or constitutional prin-

ciples, European governments of early modern times built 

states much more powerful than those of their medieval 

predecessors. This round of state development led to diffi-

culties within Europe, since conflicting interests fueled 

interstate competition and war. In the absence of an imperial 

authority capable of imposing and maintaining order in 

Europe, sovereign states had to find ways to resolve conflicts 

by themselves.

The Peace of Westphalia The Thirty Years’ War dem-

onstrated the chaos and devastation that conflict could 

bring. In an effort to avoid tearing their society apart, 

European states ended the Thirty Years’ War with the 

Peace of Westphalia (1648), which laid the foundations 

for a system of independent, competing states. By the 

treaty’s terms, the European states regarded one another 

as sovereign and equal. They also mutually recognized 

their rights to organize their own domestic and religious 

affairs and agreed that political and diplomatic affairs 

were to be conducted by states acting in their own interests. 

European religious unity had disappeared, and the era of 

the sovereign state had arrived.

The Peace of Westphalia did not bring an end to war. 

Indeed, war was almost constant in early modern Europe. 

Most conflicts were minor affairs, but some grew to sizable 

proportions. Most notable among them were the wars 

of Louis XIV and the Seven Years’ War. Between 1668 

and 1713, the sun king sought to expand his borders east 

into Germany and to absorb Spain and the Spanish 

Netherlands into his kingdom. That prospect prompted 

England, the United Provinces, and Austria to mount a 

coalition against Louis. Later the Seven Years’ War 

(1756–1763) pitted France, Austria, and Russia against 

Britain and Prussia, and it merged with conflicts between 

France and Britain in India and North America to become 

a global war for imperial supremacy.

and brandy in quantities that astonished their hosts, and 

King William III sent Peter a bill for damages done by 

his entourage at the country house where they lodged 

in England.

On his return to Moscow, Peter set Russia spinning. 

He reformed the army by providing his forces with extensive 

training and equipping them with modern weapons. He 

ordered aristocrats to study mathematics and geometry 

so that they could calculate how to aim cannons accu-

rately, and he began the construction of a navy. He also 

overhauled the government bureaucracy to facilitate tax 

collection and improve administrative efficiency. He 

even commanded his aristocratic subjects to wear western 

European fashions and ordered men to shave their tradi-

tional beards. These measures provoked spirited protest 

among those who resented the influence of western Euro-

pean ways. Yet Peter was so insistent on the observance of 

his policies that he reportedly went into the streets and 

personally hacked the beards off recalcitrants’ faces. 

Perhaps the best symbol of his policies was St. Petersburg, 

a newly built seaport that Peter opened in 1703 to serve 

as a magnificent capital city and a haven for Russia’s 

fledgling navy.

Catherine II and the Limits of Reform The most able 

of Peter’s successors was Catherine II (reigned 1762–1796), 

also known as Catherine the Great. Like Peter, Catherine 

sought to make Russia a great power. She worked to im-

prove governmental efficiency, and she promoted eco-

nomic development in Russia’s towns. For a while, she even 

worked to improve the conditions of Russia’s oppressed 

peasantry by restricting the punishments—such as torture, 

beating, and mutilation—that noble landowners could in-

flict on the serfs who worked their lands.

However, Catherine’s interest in social reform cooled 

rapidly when it seemed to inspire challenges to her rule. 

She faced a particularly unsettling trial in 1773 and 1774, 

when a disgruntled former soldier named Yemelian 

Pugachev mounted a rebellion in the steppe lands north of 

the Caspian Sea. Pugachev raised a motley army of adven-

turers, exiles, peasants, and serfs who killed thousands of 

noble landowners and government officials before imperial 

forces crushed the uprising. Government authorities took 

the captured Pugachev to Moscow in chains, beheaded 

him, quartered his body, and displayed his parts through-

out the city as a warning against rebellion. Thereafter, 

Catherine’s first concern was the preservation of autocratic 

rule rather than the transformation of Russia according to 

western European models.

Yemelian Pugachev (yehm-eel-ian puh-gah-chehf)

Westphalia (west-FEY-lee-uh)


