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documents include examples of  the religious, artistic, intel-
lectual, social, economic, and political aspects of  Western life. 
Such varied sources as a Renaissance banquet menu, letters 
exchanged between a woman and her 	ancé on the battle front 
in World War I, the Declaration of  the Rights of  Woman and 
the Female Citizen in the French Revolution, and a debate in the 
Reformation era all reveal in vivid fashion what Western civi-
lization meant to the individual men and women who shaped 
it by their activities. I have added questions at the end of  each 
source to help students in analyzing the documents.

To help students examine how and why historians di
er 
in their interpretation of  speci	c topics, new historiographi-
cal sections were introduced in the ninth edition. Examples 
include “Was There a United Kingdom of  Israel?”; “Was There 
a Renaissance for Women?”; “Was There an Agricultural 
Revolution?”; “The Retreat from Democracy: Did Europe 
Have Totalitarian States?”; and “Why Did the Soviet Union 
Collapse?” Each of  these sections is now preceded by the head-
ing Historians Debate to make students more aware of  the 
interpretive nature of  history.

An additional feature that began in the seventh edition was 
Images of Everyday Life, which combines two or more illus-
trations with a lengthy caption to provide insight into vari-
ous aspects of  social life and includes such topics as “Children  
in the Roman World,” “Family and Marriage in Renaissance 
Italy,” “Women and the Enlightenment Salon,” and “Political 
Cartoons: Attacks on the King.” Film & History, which now 
appears in a new, brief  format, can be found in eighteen chap-
ters; the features reference twenty 	lms, including the new 
additions of  Su
ragette and The Imitation Game.

Each chapter has an introduction and illustrated chapter 
summary to help maintain the continuity of  the narrative and 
to provide a synthesis of  important themes. Anecdotes in the 
chapter introductions dramatically convey the major theme or 
themes of  each chapter. Detailed chronologies reinforce the 
events discussed in the text, and a Chapter Timeline at the end 
of  each chapter enables students to review at a glance the chief  
developments of  an era. Some of  the timelines also show par-
allel developments in di
erent cultures or nations. Beginning 
with the eighth edition, a new format was added at the end 
of  each chapter. The Chapter Summary is illustrated with 
thumbnail images of  chapter illustrations and combined with 
the Chapter Timeline. A Chapter Review assists students in 
studying the chapter. This review includes Upon Re�ection 
essay questions and a list of  Key Terms from the chapter. The 
Suggestions for Further Reading at the end of  each chapter 
has been thoroughly updated and is organized under subhead-
ings to make it more useful.

Updated maps and extensive illustrations serve to deepen 
the reader’s understanding of  the text. Detailed map captions 

DURING A VISIT  to Great Britain, where he studied as a 
young man, Mohandas Gandhi, the leader of  the e
ort to liber-
ate India from British colonial rule, was asked what he thought 
of  Western civilization. “I think it would be a good idea,” 
he replied. Gandhi’s response was as correct as it was clever. 
Western civilization has led to great problems as well as great 
accomplishments, but it remains a good idea. And any com-
plete understanding of  today’s world must take into account 
the meaning of  Western civilization and the role Western civi-
lization has played in history. Despite modern progress, we still 
greatly re�ect our religious traditions, our political systems and 
theories, our economic and social structures, and our cultural 
heritage. I have written this history of  Western civilization  
to assist a new generation of  students in learning more about 
the past that has helped create them and the world in which 
they live.

At the same time, for the tenth edition, as in the ninth, I have 
added new material on world history to show the impact other 
parts of  the world have made on the West. Certainly, the ongo-
ing struggle with terrorists since 2001 has made clear the intri-
cate relationship between the West and the rest of  the world. 
It is important then to show not only how Western civilization 
has a
ected the rest of  the world but also how it has been in�u-
enced and even de	ned since its beginnings by contacts with 
other peoples around the world.

Another of  my goals was to write a well-balanced work in 
which the political, economic, social, religious, intellectual, 
cultural, and military aspects of  Western civilization have been 
integrated into a chronologically ordered synthesis. I have been 
especially aware of  the need to integrate the latest research on 
social history and women’s history into each chapter of  the 
book rather than isolating it either in lengthy topical chapters, 
which confuse the student by interrupting the chronological 
narrative, or in separate sections that appear at periodic inter-
vals between chapters.

Another purpose in writing this history of  Western civiliza-
tion has been to put the story back in history. That story is an 
exciting one, yet many textbooks fail to capture the imagina-
tion of  their readers. Narrative history e
ectively transmits the 
knowledge of  the past and is the form that best aids remem-
brance. At the same time, I have not overlooked the need for 
the kind of  historical analysis that makes students aware that 
historians often disagree on their interpretations of  the past.

Features of the Text
To enliven the past and to let readers see for themselves the 
materials that historians use to create their pictures of  the 
past, I have included in each chapter primary sources (boxed 
documents) that are keyed to the discussion in the text. The 
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kingdom; political and military institutions; new feature, 
Global Perspectives: “The In�uence of  the Greeks on India”; 
new section, “The Appeal of  Epicureanism and Stoicism”; the 
mystery religions; Judas Maccabeus.

Chapter 5 new Historians Debate feature, “Who Were 
the Etruscans?”; Aeneas and Romulus and Remus and the leg-
endary founding of  Rome; Brutus and the founding of  the 
Roman Republic; citizenship policy and the Roman army; new 
feature, Global Perspectives: “Roman and Chinese Roads”; 
Roman imperialism; edited coverage of  Roman slavery; new 
Film & History format for Spartacus.

Chapter 6 comparison of  Augustus and Julius Caesar; 
revolts against Roman rule during the Pax Romana; new 
Historians Debate feature, “What Was Romanization?”; the 
provinces; contacts with Han China; trade with India; new 
Film & History format for Gladiator; revolts against Roman 
rule in Judaea; new feature, Global Perspectives: “Women in 
the Roman and Han Empires.”

Chapter 7 Diocletian’s religious policy and persecution 
of  Christians; the emperor Constantine; the early Germans; the 
Ostrogothic Kingdom of  Italy; the Visigothic Kingdom of  Spain; 
Pope Leo I; new document, “Pope Leo I and Attila the Hun.”

Chapter 8 new feature, Global Perspectives: “Lords, 
Vassals, and Samurai in Europe and Japan”; new document, “A 
Manor House”; Empress Irene; new section, “Women in the 
Islamic World”; Islamic women.

Chapter 9 the role of  agriculture in the development of  
trade in the High Middle Ages; the Commercial Revolution 
of  the High Middle Ages; new feature, Global Perspectives: 
“Medieval Cities in West and East”; universities and the intro-
duction of  Aristotle’s works in the West.

Chapter 10 new Film & History format for The Lion 
in Winter; Bernard of  Clairvaux; new Film & History format 
for Vision; monasticism; new feature, Global Perspectives: 
“Medieval Monastic Life in West and East”; new document, 
“The Miraculous Power of  the Sacraments”; new Historians 
Debate feature, “What Motivated the Crusaders?”; the Fourth 
Crusade; the e
ects of  the crusades.

Chapter 11 the longbow; the battles of  the Hundred 
Years’ War; new document, “The Hundred Years’ War”; new 
Film & History format for Joan of  Arc and The Messenger; the 
Babylonian Captivity of  the church; the Great Schism and 
popular religion; new feature, Global Perspectives: “Religious 
Imagery in the Medieval World”; new directions in medicine.

Chapter 12 the Hanseatic League and the city of  Lübeck; 
Florence in the Renaissance; the spiritual perspective of  Italian 
Renaissance humanism; new document, “The Genius of  
Michelangelo”; Albrecht Dürer.

Chapter 13 Erasmus; new Film & History format for 
Luther; the spread of  Luther’s ideas; new document, “Calvin’s 
Rules for the Church in Geneva”; Calvin’s view of  female rul-
ers; new Film & History format for Elizabeth.

Chapter 14 the Aztecs; Spanish cities in the New 
World; new feature, “Global Perspectives: West Meets East: 
An Exchange of  Royal Letters”; Mughal India; British India; 
new Film & History format for The Mission; the Columbian 
Exchange.

are designed to enrich students’ awareness of  the importance 
of  geography to history, and numerous spot maps enable read-
ers to see at a glance the region or subject being discussed in 
the text. Map captions also include a map question to guide 
students’ reading of  the map. To facilitate understanding of  
cultural movements, illustrations of  artistic works discussed 
in the text are placed near the discussions. Throughout the 
text, illustration captions have been revised and expanded to 
further students’ understanding of  the past. Chapter outlines 
and focus questions, including critical thinking questions, at the 
beginning of  each chapter give students a useful overview and 
guide them to the main subjects of  each chapter. The section 
Connections to Today is intended to help students appreciate 
the relevance of  history by asking them to draw connections 
between the past and present.

The focus questions are then repeated at the beginning of  
each major section in the chapter. A glossary of  important 
terms (boldfaced in the text when they are introduced and 
de	ned) is provided at the back of  the book to maximize reader 
comprehension. A guide to pronunciation is provided in the 
text in parentheses following the 	rst mention of  a complex 
name or term, and Chapter Notes is now at the end of  each 
chapter.

New to This Edition
While preparing the revision of  Western Civilization, I reexam-
ined the entire book and analyzed the comments and reviews of  
many colleagues who have found the book to be a useful instru-
ment for introducing their students to the history of  Western 
civilization. In making revisions to the tenth edition, I sought 
to build on the strengths of  the 	rst nine editions and, above all, 
to maintain the balance, synthesis, and narrative qualities that 
characterized those editions. To keep up with the ever-growing 
body of  historical scholarship, new or revised material has been 
added throughout the book on the following topics:

Chapter 1 new Historians Debate feature, “Why Did Early  
Civilizations Develop?”; discovery of  new hominids in 
Indonesia; Neanderthals and modern humans; the Lascaux cave; 
Enheduanna as chief  priestess in Sumer; new feature, Global 
Perspectives: “The Stele in the Ancient World”; Hatshepsut.

Chapter 2 the Hebrew Bible, including the Documentary 
Hypothesis; the role of  rabbis; the Ten Commandments; 
Assyrian society; Assyrian women; new document, “The Code 
of  Assura”; new section, “Assyrian Culture.”

Chapter 3 Minoan Crete; Mycenaean Greece; the so-called 
“Dark Age” in Greece; the polis; Greek cultural identity; new 
document, “The Teaching of  Tyranny”; new feature, Global 
Perspectives: “The In�uence of  the East on the Greeks”; new 
Film & History format for 300; the role of  the Persian threat for 
a growing sense of  Greek cultural identity; the decline of  the 
Greek states and the Sacred Band of  Thebes; Euripides and a 
new section, “The Themes of  Greek Tragedies”; growing sense 
of  Greek cultural identity due to athletic games.

Chapter 4 new Film & History format for Alexander; new 
document, “The Character of  Alexander”; the Ptolemaic king-
dom of  Egypt; the Greco-Bactrian kingdom; the Indo-Greek 
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Chapter 29 the European economy; new Film & History 
format for The Iron Lady; new document, “Margaret Thatcher: 
‘Thatcherism’ and the Free Market”; Italy; the United States 
economy.

Chapter 30 Russia; Eastern Europe; Germany; Great 
Britain; France; Italy; the United States; Canada; new Film 
& History format for The Lives of  Others; new document, 
“The West and Islam”; new sections, “Terrorism as a Global 
War,” “Migration Crisis,” “The New Urban Environment,” 
“The Digital Age,” “Art in the Contemporary World,” and 
“Music Since 1985”; technology; religion; new feature, Global 
Perspectives: “The New Global Economy: Fast Fashion.”

The enthusiastic response to the primary sources (boxed  
documents) led me to evaluate the content of  each docu-
ment carefully and add new documents throughout the text. 
The feature Opposing Viewpoints, which was introduced in 
the seventh edition, presents a comparison of  two or three 
primary sources in order to facilitate student analysis of  his-
torical documents. This feature now appears in almost every 
chapter and includes such topics as “The Great Flood: Two 
Versions,” “The Black Death: Contemporary Views,” “A New 
Heaven: Faith Versus Reason,” “The Response to Revolution,” 
and “Czechoslovakia, 1968: Two Faces of  Communism.” Focus 
questions are included to help students evaluate the documents.

New to the tenth edition is a feature entitled Global 
Perspectives, which reinforces the relationship between the 
West and other parts of  the world. This new feature, which is 
found in twenty chapters, includes such topics as “The Stele in 
the Ancient World,” “Women in the Roman and Han Empires,” 
“Medieval Monastic Life in West and East,” “Revolution and 
Revolt in France and China,” “West and East: Textile Factory 
Work,” and “The New Global Economy: Fast Fashion.”

Because courses in Western civilization at American and 
Canadian colleges and universities follow di
erent chronologi-
cal divisions, a one-volume edition, two two-volume editions, 
a three-volume edition, and a volume covering events since 
1300 are being made available to 	t the needs of  instructors. 
Teaching and learning ancillaries include the following.

Supplements
MindTap Instant Access Code (full volume): ISBN–9781305952362
MindTap Instant Access Code (Volume 1): ISBN–9781305953239
MindTap Instant Access Code (Volume 2): ISBN–9781305953369

MindTap Printed Access Card (Full Volume):  
 ISBN–9781305952379
MindTap Printed Access Card (Volume 1): ISBN–9781305953246
MindTap Printed Access Card (Volume 2): ISBN–9781305953376

MindTap for Western Civilization, 10e, is a personalized online 
learning platform that provides students with an immersive 
learning experience to build and foster critical thinking skills. 
Through a carefully designed chapter-based learning path, 
MindTap allows students to easily identify learning objectives; 
draw connections and improve writing skills by completing 
unit-level essay assignments; read short, manageable sections 

Chapter 15 new material on women and witchcraft; new 
document, “The Destruction of  Magdeburg in the Thirty Years’ 
War”; new feature, Global Perspectives: “Sun Kings: West and 
East”; Peter the Great.

Chapter 16 technological innovations; academic institu-
tions; Hermetic magic and the Scienti	c Revolution; Tycho 
Brahe; medical practice; new Images of  Everyday Life feature: 
“The Science of  Collecting.”

Chapter 17 John Locke; Rococo art; new Film & History 
format for Amadeus; popular culture and the co
ee house; new 
feature, Global Perspectives: “Popular Culture in West and 
East”; toleration and religion.

Chapter 18 new Film & History format for Marie 
Antoinette; Frederick II of  Prussia; Joseph II of  Austria; Spain; 
Portugal; the agricultural revolution; the consumer revolution.

Chapter 19 the Three Estates; French 	nances; new fea-
ture, Global Perspectives: “Revolution and Revolt in France 
and China”; the formation of  political factions; new docu-
ment, “Response to the King’s Flight to Varennes”; the �ight to 
Varennes; the French émigrés; the Terror.

Chapter 20 new document, “The Steam Engine and 
Cotton”; early railroads; the Industrial Revolution on the conti-
nent; British policies in India; cheap cotton; new feature, Global 
Perspectives: “Attitudes of  the Industrial Middle Class in Britain 
and Japan”.

Chapter 21 the French Revolution of 1830; the Revolutions  
of  1848; Romanticism; new document, “Beethoven’s Instrumental 
Music.”

Chapter 22 the Ottoman Empire; the Crimean War; the 
Franco-Prussian War; reforms in Russia; political life in Russia; 
Realism in art.

Chapter 23 economic growth; new feature, Global 
Perspectives: “West and East: Textile Factory Work”; the social 
classes; mass tourism; new document, “Women’s Soccer, 1881.”

Chapter 24 new document, “Dostovesky: An Attack 
on Reason”; new feature, Global Perspectives: “Impressionist 
Painting: West and East”; modernism and the arts; new Film & 
History feature on Su
ragette; the United States; imperialism.

Chapter 25 new material in the Introduction; new Film 
& History format for Paths of  Glory; new document, “The 
Reality of  War: The Views of  British Poets”; life in the trenches; 
new feature, Global Perspectives, “Soldiers from Around the 
World”; the November armistice; the Treaty of  Versailles.

Chapter 26 the colonial empires; new document, “Spain 
in Turmoil: A View from Barcelona”; arts, 	lm, and culture; 
new Film & History format for Triumph of  the Will; new section, 
“The Culture of  Nazism.”

Chapter 27 naval battles, including the Battle of  North 
Atlantic and Battle of  Leyte Gulf; resistance movements; new 
Film & History format for Europa, Europa; new feature, Global 
Perspectives: “The Impact of  Total War in West and East”; new 
section, “The Impact of  Technology”; new Film & History fea-
ture on The Imitation Game.

Chapter 28 new Film & History format for The Third 
Man; decolonization in Africa; decolonization in the Middle 
East; new feature, Global Perspectives: “The Rise of  the 
Supermarket in West and East.”
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Doing History: Research and Writing in the Digital Age, 2e ISBN: 
9781133587880 Prepared by Michael J. Galgano, J. Chris 
Arndt, and Raymond M. Hyser of  James Madison University. 
Whether you’re starting down the path as a history major or 
simply looking for a straightforward, systematic guide to writ-
ing a successful paper, this text’s “soup to nuts” approach to 
researching and writing about history addresses every step of  
the process: locating your sources, gathering information, 
writing and citing according to various style guides, and avoid-
ing plagiarism.

Writing for College History, 1e ISBN: 9780618306039 Prepared by 
Robert M. Frakes of  Clarion University. This brief  handbook for 
survey courses in American, western, and world history guides 
students through the various types of  writing assignments they 
may encounter in a history class. Providing examples of  stu-
dent writing and candid assessments of  student work, this text 
focuses on the rules and conventions of  writing for the college 
history course.

The Modern Researcher, 6e ISBN: 9780495318705 Prepared by 
Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Gra
  of  Columbia University. 
This classic introduction to the techniques of  research and the 
art of  expression thoroughly covers every aspect of  research, 
from the selection of  a topic through the gathering of  materi-
als, analysis, writing, revision, and publication of  	ndings. The 
authors present the process not as a set of  rules but through 
actual cases that put the subtleties of  research in a useful con-
text. Part One covers the principles and methods of  research; 
Part Two covers writing, speaking, and getting one’s work 
published.

Reader Program Cengage Learning publishes a number of  
readers. Some contain exclusively primary sources, others are 
devoted to essays and secondary sources, and still others provide 
a combination of  primary and secondary sources. All of  these 
readers are designed to guide students through the process of  
historical inquiry. Visit www.cengage.com/history for a complete 
list of  readers.

Custom Options Nobody knows your students like you, so 
why not give them a text that tailor-	ts their needs? Cengage 
Learning offers custom solutions for your course—whether 
it’s making a small modi	cation to Western Civilization, 10e, to 
match your syllabus or combining multiple sources to create 
something truly unique. Contact your Cengage Learning repre-
sentative to explore custom solutions for your course.

from the e-book; and test their content knowledge with map- 
and timeline-based critical thinking questions.

MindTap allows instructors to customize their content, 
providing tools that seamlessly integrate YouTube clips, out-
side websites, and personal content directly into the learning 
path. Instructors can assign additional primary source con-
tent through the Instructor Resource Center and Questia pri-
mary and secondary source databases that house thousands of   
peer-reviewed journals, newspapers, magazines, and full-length 
books.

The additional content available in MindTap mirrors and 
complements the authors’ narrative but also includes primary 
source content and assessments not found in the printed text. 
To learn more, ask your Cengage Learning sales representative 
to demo it for you—or go to www.Cengage.com/MindTap.

Instructor’s Companion Website The Instructor’s Companion 
Website, accessed through the Instructor Resource Center 
(login.cengage.com), houses all of  the supplemental materials  
you can use for your course. This includes a test bank, instruc-
tor’s manual, and PowerPoint lecture presentations. The test 
bank, o
ered in Microsoft Word and Cognero formats, contains 
multiple-choice, identi	cation, true or false, and essay ques-
tions for each chapter. Cognero is a �exible online system that 
allows you to author, edit, and manage test bank content for 
Western Civilization, 10e. Create multiple test versions instantly 
and deliver through your learning management system from 
your classroom or wherever you may be, with no special 
installs or downloads required. The instructor’s resource man-
ual includes chapter summaries, suggested lecture topics, map 
exercises, discussion questions for the primary sources, topics 
for student research, relevant websites, suggestions for addi-
tional videos, and online resources for information on histori-
cal sites. Finally, the PowerPoint Lectures are ADA-compliant 
slides that collate the key takeaways from the chapter in concise 
visual formats perfect for in-class presentations or for student 
review.

Cengagebrain.com Save your students time and money. Direct 
them to www.cengagebrain.com for a choice in formats and sav-
ings and a better chance to succeed in your class. Cengagebrain 
.com, Cengage Learning’s online store, is a single destination for 
more than 10,000 new textbooks, e-textbooks, e-chapters, study 
tools, and audio supplements. Students have the freedom to pur-
chase à la carte exactly what they need and when they need it. 
Students can save 50 percent on the electronic textbook and can 
purchase an individual e-chapter for as little as $1.99.
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students whose questions and responses have caused me to see 
many aspects of  Western civilization in new ways.

My ability to undertake a project of  this magnitude was in 
part due to the outstanding European history teachers that I 
had as both an undergraduate and graduate student. These 
included Kent Forster (modern Europe) and Robert W. Green 
(early modern Europe) at The Pennsylvania State University 
and Franklin Pegues (medieval), Andreas Dorpalen (modern 
Germany), William MacDonald (ancient), and Harold J. Grimm 
(Renaissance and Reformation) at The Ohio State University. 
These teachers provided me with profound insights into 
Western civilization and also taught me by their examples that 
learning only becomes true understanding when it is accompa-
nied by compassion, humility, and open-mindedness.

I would like to thank the many teachers and students who 
have used the first nine editions. Their enthusiastic response 
to a textbook that was intended to put the story back in his-
tory and capture the imagination of  the reader has been very 
gratifying. I especially thank the many teachers and students 
who made the effort to contact me personally to share their 
enthusiasm. Thanks to Cengage’s comprehensive review 
process, many historians were asked to evaluate my manu-
script and review each edition. I am grateful to the follow-
ing people for their innumerable suggestions over the course 
of  the first nine editions, which have greatly improved my 
work:

I BEGAN TO TEACH at age 	ve in my family’s grape arbor. By 
the age of  ten, I wanted to know and understand everything 
in the world, so I set out to memorize our entire set of  ency-
clopedia volumes. At seventeen, as editor of  the high school 
yearbook, I chose “patterns” as its theme. With that as my early 
history, followed by many rich years of  teaching, writing, and 
family nurturing, it seemed quite natural to accept the challenge 
of  writing a history of  Western civilization as I approached that 
period in life often described as the age of  wisdom. Although 
I see this writing adventure as part of  the natural unfolding of  
my life, I gratefully acknowledge that without the generosity of  
many others, it would not have been possible.

David Redles gave generously of  his time and ideas, espe-
cially for Chapters 28, 29, and 30. Chris Colin provided research 
on the history of  music, while Laurie Batitto, Alex Spencer, 
Stephen Maloney, Shaun Mason, Peter Angelos, and Fred 
Schooley o
ered valuable editorial assistance. I deeply appreci-
ate the valuable technical assistance provided by Dayton Coles.  
I am deeply grateful to John Soares for his assistance in preparing 
the map captions and to Charmarie Blaisdell of  Northeastern 
University for her detailed suggestions on women’s history. 
Daniel Haxall of  Kutztown University provided valuable assis-
tance with materials on postwar art, popular culture, post-
modern art and thought, and the Digital Age. I am especially 
grateful to Kathryn Spielvogel for her work as editorial associ-
ate for Chapters 15–30. I am also thankful to the thousands of  
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development of  modern Western civilization. The societies 
of  the Greeks, Romans, and medieval Europeans were based 
largely on a belief  in the existence of  a spiritual order; a dra-
matic departure to a natural or material view of  the universe 
occurred in the seventeenth-century Scienti	c Revolution. 
Science and technology have been important in the growth 
of  today’s modern and largely secular Western civilization, 
although antecedents to scienti	c development also existed in 
Greek and medieval thought and practice, and religion remains 
an important component of  the Western world today.

Many historians have viewed the concept of  political liberty, 
belief  in the fundamental value of  every individual, and a ratio-
nal outlook based on a system of  logical, analytical thought as 
unique aspects of  Western civilization. Of  course, the West has 
also witnessed horrendous negations of  liberty, individualism, 
and reason. Racism, slavery, violence, world wars, totalitarian 
regimes—these too form part of  the complex story of  what 
constitutes Western civilization.

The Dating of Time
In our examination of  Western civilization, we also need to  
be aware of  the dating of  time. In recording the past, histo-
rians try to determine the exact time when events occurred. 
World War II in Europe, for example, began on September 1, 
1939, when Hitler sent German troops into Poland, and ended 
on May 7, 1945, when Germany surrendered. By using dates, 
historians can place events in order and try to determine the 
development of  patterns over periods of  time.

If  someone asked you when you were born, you would reply 
with a number, such as 1999. In the United States, we would 
all accept that number without question because it is part of  
the dating system followed in the Western world (Europe and 
the Western Hemisphere). In this system, events are dated by 
counting backward or forward from the year 1. When the sys-
tem was 	rst devised, the year 1 was assumed to be the year 
of  the birth of  Jesus, and the abbreviations b.c. (before Christ) 
and a.d. (for the Latin anno Domini, meaning “in the year of  
the Lord”) were used to refer to the periods before and after 
the birth of  Jesus, respectively. Historians now generally  
prefer to refer to the year 1 in nonreligious terms as the begin-
ning of  the “common era.” The abbreviations b.c.e. (before 
the common era) and c.e. (common era) are used instead of  
b.c. and a.d., although the years are the same. Thus, an event 
that took place four hundred years before the year 1 would be 
dated 400 b.c.e. (before the common era)—or the date could 
be expressed as 400 b.c. Dates after the year 1 are labeled c.e. 
Thus, an event that took place two hundred years after the year 
1 would be dated 200 c.e. (common era), or the date could be 
written as a.d. 200. It can also be written simply as 200, just as 

CIVILIZATION, AS HISTORIANS de	ne it, 	rst emerged between 
	ve and six thousand years ago when people in di
erent parts of  
the world began to live in organized communities with distinct 
political, military, economic, and social structures. Religious, 
intellectual, and artistic activities assumed important roles in 
these early societies. The focus of  this book is on Western civi-
lization, a civilization that many people identify with the con-
tinent of  Europe.

Defining Western Civilization
Western civilization itself  has evolved considerably over the 
centuries. Although the concept of  the West did not yet exist 
at the time of  the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, their devel-
opment of  writing, law codes, and di
erent roles based on 
gender all eventually in�uenced what became Western civi-
lization. Although the Greeks did not conceive of  Western 
civilization as a cultural entity, their artistic, intellectual, and 
political contributions were crucial to the foundations of  
Western civilization. The Romans produced a remarkable 
series of  accomplishments that were fundamental to the devel-
opment of  Western civilization, a civilization that came to 
consist largely of  lands in Europe conquered by the Romans, 
in which Roman cultural and political ideals were gradually 
spread. Nevertheless, people in these early civilizations viewed 
themselves as subjects of  states or empires, not as members of  
Western civilization.

With the rise of  Christianity during the Late Roman Empire, 
however, peoples in Europe began to identify themselves 
as part of  a civilization di
erent from others, such as that of  
Islam, leading to a concept of  a Western civilization di
erent 
from other civilizations. In the 	fteenth century, Renaissance 
intellectuals began to identify this civilization not only with 
Christianity but also with the intellectual and political achieve-
ments of  the ancient Greeks and Romans.

Important to the development of  the idea of  a distinct 
Western civilization were encounters with other peoples. 
Between 700 and 1500, encounters with the world of  Islam 
helped de	ne the West. After 1500, however, as European ships 
began to move into other parts of  the world, encounters with 
peoples in Asia, Africa, and the Americas not only had an impact 
on the civilizations found there but also a
ected how people 
in the West de	ned themselves. At the same time, as they set 
up colonies, Europeans began to transplant a sense of  Western 
identity to other areas of  the world, especially North America 
and parts of  Latin America, that have come to be considered 
part of  Western civilization.

As the concept of  Western civilization has evolved over 
the centuries, so have the values and unique features associ-
ated with that civilization. Science played a crucial role in the 

INTRODUCTION TO STUDENTS 

OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION
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1 to 100, the fourth period or fourth century would be the years 
301 to 400. We could say, then, that an event in 350 took place in 
the fourth century. Likewise, the 	rst millennium b.c.e. refers to 
the years 1000 b.c.e. to 1 c.e.; the second millennium c.e. refers 
to the years 1001 to 2000.

The dating of  events can also vary from people to people. 
Most people in the Western world use the Western calendar, 
also known as the Gregorian calendar after Pope Gregory XIII, 
who re	ned it in 1582. The Hebrew calendar uses a di
erent 
system in which the year 1 is the equivalent of  the Western 
year 3760 b.c.e., considered to be the date of  the creation of  the 
world according to the Bible. Thus, the Western year 2017 is the 
year 5777 on the Hebrew calendar. The Islamic calendar begins 
year 1 on the day Muhammad �ed Mecca, which is the year 622 
on the Western calendar.

you would not give your birth year as 1999 c.e., but simply as 
1999. In keeping with the current usage by most historians, this 
book will use the abbreviations b.c.e. and c.e.

Historians also make use of  other terms to refer to time. A 
decade is ten years, a century is one hundred years, and a millen-
nium is one thousand years. Thus, “the fourth century b.c.e.” 
refers to the fourth period of  one hundred years counting back-
ward from the year 1, the beginning of  the common era. Since 
the 	rst century b.c.e. would be the years 100 b.c.e. to 1 c.e., the 
fourth century b.c.e. would be the years 400 b.c.e. to 301 b.c.e. 
We could say, then, that an event in 350 b.c.e. took place in the 
fourth century b.c.e.

Similarly, “the fourth century c.e.” refers to the fourth period 
of  one hundred years after the beginning of  the common era. 
Since the 	rst period of  one hundred years would be the years 
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a single god) created in Judaism one of  the world’s great reli-
gions; it in�uenced the development of  both Christianity and 
Islam. When we speak of  the Judeo-Christian heritage of  
Western civilization, we refer not only to the concept of  mono-
theism but also to ideas of  law, morality, and social justice that 
have become important parts of  Western culture.

On the western fringes of  the Persian Empire, another rela-
tively small group of  people, the Greeks, were creating cultural 
and political ideals that would also have an important impact 
on Western civilization. The 	rst Greek civilization, known as 
the Mycenaean, took shape around 1600 b.c.e. and fell to new 
Greek-speaking invaders 	ve hundred years later. By the eighth 
century  b.c.e., the polis or city-state had become the chief  focus 
of  Greek life. Loyalty to the polis created a close-knit commu-
nity but also divided Greece into a host of  independent states, 
two of  which, Sparta and Athens, became the most important. 
They were very di
erent, however. Sparta created a closed, 
highly disciplined society, whereas Athens moved toward an 
open, democratic civilization.

The classical age in Greece (ca. 500–338 b.c.e.) began with 
a mighty confrontation between the Greeks and the Persian 
Empire. After their victory over the Persians, the Greeks began 
to divide into two large alliances, one headed by Sparta and the 
other by Athens. Athens created a naval empire and �ourished 
during the age of  Pericles, but fear of  Athens led to the Great 
Peloponnesian War between Sparta and Athens and their allies. 
For all of  their brilliant accomplishments, the Greeks were 
unable to rise above the divisions and rivalries that caused them 
to 	ght each other and undermine their own civilization.

The accomplishments of  the Greeks formed the fountain-
head of  Western culture. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle estab-
lished the foundations of  Western philosophy. Our literary 
forms are largely derived from Greek poetry and drama. Greek 
notions of  harmony, proportion, and 
beauty have remained the touchstones 
for all subsequent Western art. A ratio-
nal method of  inquiry, so important 
to modern science, was conceived in 
ancient Greece. Many of  our politi-
cal terms are Greek in origin, as are 
our concepts of  the rights and duties of  citizenship, especially 
as they were conceived in Athens, the 	rst great democracy. 
Especially during their classical period, the Greeks raised and 
debated fundamental questions about the purpose of  human 
existence, the structure of  human society, and the nature of  
the universe that have concerned Western thinkers ever since.

While the Greek city-states were pursuing their squabbles, 
to their north a new and powerful kingdom—Macedonia—
emerged. Under King Philip II, the Macedonians defeated 
a Greek allied army in 338 b.c.e. and then consolidated their 

ALTHOUGH EARLY CIVILIZATIONS emerged in di
erent parts 
of  the world, we begin our story of  Western civilization with 
the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, who developed cities and 
struggled with the problems of  organized states. They devel-
oped writing to keep records and created literature. They 

constructed monumental architecture 
to please their gods, symbolize their 
power, and preserve their culture. They 
developed political, military, social, and 
religious structures to deal with the 
basic problems of  human existence 

and organization. These 	rst literate civilizations left detailed 
records that allow us to view how they grappled with three of  
the fundamental problems that humans have pondered: the 
nature of  human relationships, the nature of  the universe, and 
the role of  divine forces in the cosmos. Although later peoples 
in Western civilization would provide di
erent answers from 
those of  the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, it was they who 
	rst posed the questions, gave answers, and wrote them down. 
Human memory begins with these two civilizations.

By 1500 b.c.e., much of  the creative impulse of  the 
Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations was beginning to 
wane. The entry of  new peoples known as Indo-Europeans 
who moved into Asia Minor and Anatolia (modern Turkey) led 
to the creation of  a Hittite kingdom that entered into con�ict 
with the Egyptians. The invasion of  the Sea Peoples around 
1200 b.c.e., however, destroyed the Hittites, severely weakened 
the Egyptians, and created a power vacuum that allowed a 
patchwork of  petty kingdoms and city-states to emerge, espe-
cially in the area of  Syria and Palestine. All of  them were even-
tually overshadowed by the rise of  the great empires of  the 
Assyrians, Chaldeans, and Persians. The Assyrian Empire was 
the 	rst to unite almost all of  the ancient Near East. Far larger 
was the empire of  the Great Kings of  Persia. Although it owed 
much to the administrative organization developed by the 
Assyrians, the Persian Empire had its own peculiar strengths. 
Persian rule was tolerant as well as e�cient. Conquered peo-
ples were allowed to keep their own religions, customs, and 
methods of  doing business. The many years of  peace that the 
Persian Empire brought to the Near East facilitated trade and 
the general well-being of  its peoples. Many Near Eastern peo-
ples expressed gratitude for being subjects of  the Great Kings 
of  Persia.

The Israelites were one of  these peoples. Never numerous, 
they created no empire and were dominated by the Assyrians, 

Chaldeans, and Persians. Nevertheless, 
they left a spiritual legacy that in�u-
enced much of  the later development 
of  Western civilization. The evolution 
of  Hebrew monotheism (belief  in  

WESTERN CIVILIZATION TO 1500
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monuments to their skills throughout Europe, some of  which, 
such as aqueducts and roads, are still in use today. Aspects of  
Roman administrative practices survived in the Western world 
for centuries. The Romans also preserved the intellectual heri-
tage of  the ancient world.

During its last two hundred years, the Roman world under-
went a slow transformation with the spread of  Christianity. 
The rise of  Christianity marked an important break with the 
dominant values of  the Roman world. Christianity began as a 
small Jewish sect, but under the guidance of  Paul of  Tarsus it 
became a world religion that appealed to both Jews and non-
Jews. Despite persecution by Roman authorities, Christianity 
grew and became widely accepted by the fourth century. At the 
end of  that century, it was made the o�cial state religion of  the 
Roman Empire. 

The period of  late antiquity that saw the disintegration 
of  the western part of  the Roman Empire also witnessed the 
emergence of  a new European civili-
zation in the Early Middle Ages. This 
early medieval civilization was formed 
by the coalescence of  three major ele-
ments: the Germanic peoples who moved 
into the western part of  the empire and 
established new kingdoms, the continu-
ing attraction of  the Greco- Roman cul-
tural legacy, and the Christian church. 
Politically, a new series of  Germanic kingdoms emerged in 
western Europe. Each fused Roman and Germanic elements to 
create a new society. The Christian church (or Roman Catholic 
Church, as it came to be called in the west) played a crucial role 
in the growth of  the new European civilization. The church 
developed an organized government under the leadership of  
the pope. It also assimilated the classical tradition and through 
its clergy brought Christianized civilization to the Germanic 
tribes. Especially important were the monks and nuns who 
led the way in converting the Germanic peoples in Europe to 
Christianity. 

At the end of  the eighth century, a new kingdom—the 
Carolingian Empire—came to control much of  western and 
central Europe, especially during the reign of  Charlemagne. In 
the long run, the creation of  a western empire fostered the idea 
of  a distinct European identity and marked a shift of  power 
from the south to the north. Italy and the Mediterranean had 
been the center of  the Roman Empire. The lands north of  the 
Alps now became the political center of  Europe, and increas-
ingly, Europe emerged as the focus and center of  Western 
civilization.

Building on a fusion of  Germanic, 
classical, and Christian elements, the 
Carolingian Empire was well governed 
but held together primarily by personal 
loyalty to the strong king. The economy 
of  the eighth and ninth centuries was 
based almost entirely on farming, which 
proved inadequate for maintaining a large 
monarchical system. As a result, a new 
political and military order—known as 

control over the Greek peninsula. Although the independent 
Greek city-states lost their freedom when they were conquered 
by the Macedonians, Greek culture did not die. Under the 
leadership of  Alexander the Great, son of  Philip II, both the 
Macedonians and Greeks invaded and conquered the Persian 
Empire. In the conquered lands, Greeks and non-Greeks estab-
lished a series of  kingdoms (known as the Hellenistic king-
doms) and inaugurated the Hellenistic era.

The Hellenistic period was, in its own way, a vibrant one. 
New cities arose and �ourished. New philosophical ideas cap-
tured the minds of  many. Signi	cant achievements occurred in 
art, literature, and science. Greek culture spread throughout the 
Near East and made an impact wherever it was carried. In some 
areas of  the Hellenistic world, queens played an active role in 
political life, and many upper-class women found new avenues 
for expressing themselves. Although the Hellenistic era achieved 
a degree of  political stability, by the late third century b.c.e., signs 
of  decline were beginning to multiply, and the growing power 
of  Rome eventually endangered the Hellenistic world.

Sometime in the eighth century b.c.e., a group of  Latin-
speaking people built a small community called Rome on the 
Tiber River in Italy. Between 509 and 264 b.c.e., this city expanded 
and united almost all of  Italy under its control. Even more dra-
matically, between 264 and 133 b.c.e., Rome expanded to the west 
and east and became master of  the Mediterranean Sea.

After 133 b.c.e., however, Rome’s republican institutions 
proved inadequate for the task of  ruling an empire. In the 
breakdown that ensued, ambitious individuals saw oppor-

tunities for power unparalleled in 
Roman history and succumbed to the 
temptations. After a series of  bloody 
civil wars, peace was 	nally achieved 
when Octavian defeated Antony and 
Cleopatra. Octavian, who came to 
be known by the title of  Augustus, 
created a new system of  government 
that seemed to preserve the Republic 

while establishing the basis for a new system that would rule 
the empire in an orderly fashion.

After a century of  internal upheaval, Augustus established 
a new order that began the Roman Empire, which experienced 
peace and prosperity between 14 and 180. During this era trade 
flourished and the provinces were governed efficiently. In 
the course of  the third century, however, the Roman Empire 
almost collapsed because of  invasions, civil wars, and economic 
decline. Although the emperors Diocletian and Constantine 
brought new life to the so-called Late Empire at the beginning 
of  the fourth century, their e
orts shored up the empire only 
temporarily. In the course of  the 	fth century, the empire divided 
into western and eastern parts. 

The Roman Empire was the largest empire in antiquity. 
Using their practical skills, the Romans produced achieve-
ments in language, law, engineering, and government that were 
bequeathed to the future. The Romance languages of  today 
(French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Romanian) are based 
on Latin. Western practices of  impartial justice and trial by jury 
owe much to Roman law. As great builders, the Romans left 
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power, kings gradually began to extend their public powers and 
developed the machinery of  government that would enable 
them to become the centers of  political authority in Europe. 
The actions of  these medieval monarchs laid the foundation 
for the European kingdoms that in one form or another have 
dominated the European political scene ever since.

During the High Middle Ages, the power of  both nobles 
and kings was often overshadowed by the authority of  the 
Catholic Church, perhaps the dominant institution of  the High 
Middle Ages. In the Early Middle Ages, the Catholic Church 
had shared in the challenge of  new growth by reforming itself  
and striking out on a path toward greater papal power, both 
within the church and over European society. The High Middle 
Ages witnessed a spiritual renewal that led to numerous and 
even divergent paths: revived papal leadership, the development 
of  centralized administrative machinery that buttressed papal 
authority, and new dimensions to the religious life of  the clergy 
and laity. A wave of  religious enthusiasm in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries led to the formation of  new religious orders 
that worked to provide for the needs of  the people, especially 
their concern for achieving salvation.

The economic, political, and religious growth of  the High 
Middle Ages also gave European society a new con	dence that 
enabled it to look beyond its borders to the lands and empires 
of  the east. Only a con	dent Europe could have undertaken the 
crusades, a concerted military e
ort to recover the Holy Land 
of  the Near East from the Muslims.

Western assurance and energy, so crucial to the crusades, 
were also evident in a burst of  intellectual and artistic activity. 
New educational institutions known as universities came into 
being in the twelfth century. New literature, written in the 
vernacular language, appealed to 
the growing number of  people in 
cities or at courts who could read. 
The study of  theology, “queen of  
the sciences,” reached a high point 
in the work of  Thomas Aquinas. At 
the same time, a religious building spree—especially evident 
in the great Romanesque and Gothic cathedrals of  the age—
left the landscape bedecked with churches that were the vis-
ible symbols of  Christian Europe’s vitality.

Growth and optimism seemed to characterize the High 
Middle Ages, but underneath the calm exterior lay seeds of  
discontent and change. Dissent from church teaching and 
practices grew in the thirteenth century, leading to a climate 
of  fear and intolerance as the church responded with inquisi-
torial instruments to enforce conformity to its teachings. The 
breakdown of  the old agricultural system and the creation of  
new relationships between lords and peasants led to local peas-
ant uprisings in the late thirteenth century. The crusades ended 
ignominiously with the fall of  the last crusading foothold in 
the east in 1291. By that time, more and more signs of  ominous 
troubles were appearing. The fourteenth century would prove 
to be a time of  crisis for European civilization.

In the High Middle Ages, European civilization had devel-
oped many of  its fundamental features. Monarchical states, cap-
italist trade and industry, banks, cities, and vernacular literature 

	ef-holding—subsequently evolved to become an integral part 
of  the political world of  the Middle Ages. Fief-holding was 
characterized by a decentralization of  political power, in which 
lords exercised legal, administrative, and military power. This 
transferred public power into many private hands and seemed 
to provide security that the weak central government could not 
provide.

The new European civilization that had emerged in the 
ninth and tenth centuries began to come into its own in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, and Europeans established 
new patterns that reached their high point in the thirteenth 
century. The High Middle Ages (1000–1300) was a period of  
recovery and growth for Western civilization, characterized by 
a greater sense of  security and a burst of  energy and enthu-
siasm. Climatic improvements that produced better growing 
conditions, an expansion of  cultivated land, and technological 
changes combined to enable Europe’s food supply to increase 
signi	cantly after 1000. This increase in agricultural production 
helped sustain a dramatic rise in population that was physically 
apparent in the expansion of  towns and cities.

The development of  trade and the rise of  cities added a 
dynamic new element to the civilization of  the High Middle 
Ages. Trading activities �ourished 	rst in northern Italy and 

Flanders and then spread outward 
from these centers. In the late tenth 
and eleventh centuries, this renewal 
of  commercial life led to a revival of   
cities. Old Roman sites came back to 
life, and new towns arose at major 
crossroads or natural harbors favor-
able to trading activities. By the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries, both the urban centers and the urban 
population of  Europe were experiencing a dramatic expansion. 
The revival of  trade, the expansion of  towns and cities, and the 
development of  a money economy did not mean the end of  a 
predominantly rural European society, but they did open the 
door to new ways to make a living and new opportunities for 
people to expand and enrich their lives. Eventually, they cre-
ated the foundations for the development of  a predominantly 
urban industrial society.

During the High Middle Ages, a landed aristocracy whose 
primary function was to fight dominated European society. 
These nobles built innumerable castles that gave a distinctive 
look to the countryside. Although lords and vassals seemed 
forever mired in endless petty con�icts, over time medieval 

kings began to exert a centralizing 
authority and inaugurated the process 
of  developing new kinds of  monarchi-
cal states. By the thirteenth century, 
European monarchs were solidifying 
their governmental institutions in pur-
suit of  greater power. The nobles, who 
rationalized their warlike attitudes by 
calling themselves the defenders of  
Christian society, continued to domi-

nate the medieval world politically, economically, and socially. 
But quietly and surely, within this world of  castles and private 
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The humanists or intellectuals of  the  
age called their period (from the mid- 
fourteenth to the mid-sixteenth century) 
an age of  rebirth, believing that they had  
restored arts and letters to new glory after 
they had been “neglected” or “dead” for 
centuries. Of  course, intellectuals and art-
ists existed only among the upper classes, 
and the brilliant intellectual, cultural, and 
artistic accomplishments of  the Renaissance 
were therefore products of  and for the elite. The ideas of  the 
Renaissance did not have a broad base among the masses.

The Renaissance did, however, raise new questions about 
medieval traditions. In advocating a return to the early sources 
of  Christianity and criticizing current religious practices, the  
humanists raised fundamental issues about the Catholic 
Church, which was still an important institution. In the six-
teenth century, the intellectual revolution of  the 	fteenth cen-
tury gave way to a religious renaissance that touched the lives 
of  people, including the masses, in new and profound ways.

When the monk Martin Luther entered the public scene 
with an attack on the sale of  indulgences, few people suspected 
that he would eventually divide Europe along religious lines. 
But the yearning to reform the church and for meaningful reli-
gious experience caused a seemingly simple dispute to escalate 
into a powerful movement.

were all products of  that fertile period. During the same time, 
the Catholic Church, under the direction of  the papacy, reached 
its apogee. Fourteenth-century European society, however, was 
challenged by an overwhelming number of  crises that led to 
the disintegration of  medieval civilization. At mid century, one 
of  the most destructive natural disasters in history erupted—
the Black Death, a devastating plague that wiped out at least 
one-third of  the European population. Economic crises and 
social upheavals, including a decline in trade and industry, bank 
failures, and peasant revolts pitting the lower classes against 
the upper classes, followed in the wake of  the Black Death.  
The Hundred Years’ War, a long, drawn-out con�ict between the  
English and French, undermined political stability. The Catholic 
Church, too, experienced a crisis with the absence of  the popes 
from Rome and even the spectacle of  two popes condemning 
each other as the anti-Christ.

The new European society proved remarkably resilient, 
however. Periods of  disintegration are often fertile grounds 
for change and new developments. Out of  the dissolution 
of  medieval civilization came a rebirth of  culture that histo-
rians have labeled the Renaissance. It was a period of  transi-
tion that witnessed a continuation of  the economic, political, 
and social trends that had begun in the High Middle Ages. It 
was also a movement in which artists and intellectuals pro-
claimed a new vision of  humankind and raised fundamental 
questions about the value and importance of  the individual.  
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CHAPTER OUTLINE AND  

FOCUS QUESTIONS

Prelude to Reformation

 QWhat were the chief  ideas of  the Christian humanists, 
and how did they di
er from the ideas of  the Protestant 
reformers?

Martin Luther and the Reformation in Germany

 QWhat were Martin Luther’s main disagreements 
with the Roman Catholic Church, and what political, 
economic, and social conditions help explain why the 
movement he began spread so quickly across Europe?

The Spread of  the Protestant Reformation

 QWhat were the main tenets of  Lutheranism, Zwinglianism, 
Anabaptism, and Calvinism, and how did they di
er 
from each other and from Catholicism? What impact did 
political, economic, and social conditions have on the 
development of  these four reform movements?

The Social Impact of  the Protestant Reformation

 QWhat impact did the Protestant Reformation have on 
society in the sixteenth century?

The Catholic Reformation

 QWhat measures did the Roman Catholic Church take 
to reform itself  and to combat Protestantism in the 
sixteenth century?

Politics and the Wars of  Religion in the  
Sixteenth Century

 QWhat role did politics, economic and social conditions, and 
religion play in the European wars of  the sixteenth century?

ON APRIL 18, 1521, a lowly monk stood before the 
emperor and princes of  Germany in the city of  Worms. 
He had been called before this august gathering to 
answer charges of  heresy, charges that could threaten 
his very life. The monk was confronted with a pile of  
his books and asked if  he wished to defend them all or 
reject a part. Courageously, Martin Luther defended 
them all and asked to be shown where any part was 
in error on the basis of  “Scripture and plain reason.” 
The emperor was outraged by Luther’s response and 
made his own position clear the next day: “Not only I, 
but you of  this noble German nation, would be forever 
disgraced if  by our negligence not only heresy but the 
very suspicion of  heresy were to survive. After having 
heard yesterday the obstinate defense of  Luther, I regret 
that I have so long delayed in proceeding against him and 
his false teaching. I will have no more to do with him.”1 
Luther’s appearance at Worms set the stage for a serious 
challenge to the authority of  the Catholic Church. This 
was by no means the 	rst crisis in the church’s 	fteen-
hundred-year history, but its consequences were more 
far-reaching than anyone at Worms in 1521 could have 
imagined.

Critical Thinking

 QWhere and how did the reform movements take hold, and 
how did the emergence of  these reform movements a
ect 
the political and social realms where they were adopted?

Connections to Today

 Q How are the religious controversies of  the sixteenth 
century related to religious and social conditions in the 
Western world today?
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Prelude to Reformation

Martin Luther’s reform movement was by no means the 	rst. 
During the second half  of  the 	fteenth century, the new clas-
sical learning that was part of  Italian Renaissance humanism 
spread to northern Europe and spawned a movement called 
Christian (northern Renaissance) humanism whose major 
goal was the reform of  Christianity.

Christian or Northern Renaissance 
Humanism
Like their Italian counterparts, northern humanists cultivated 
knowledge of  the classics, the bond that united all humanists 
into a kind of  international fellowship. In returning to the 
writings of  antiquity, northern humanists (also called Chris-
tian humanists because of  their profound preoccupation with 
religion) focused on the sources of  early Christianity, the Holy 
Scriptures and the writings of  such church fathers as Augus-
tine, Ambrose, and Jerome. In these early Christian writings, 
they discovered a simple religion that they came to feel had 

 Q FOCUS QUESTION: What were the chief  ideas of  
the Christian humanists, and how did they di
er 
from the ideas of  the Protestant reformers?

been distorted by the complicated theological arguments of  
the Middle Ages.

The most important characteristic of  northern human-
ism was its reform program. Convinced of  the ability of  
human beings to reason and improve themselves, the north-
ern humanists felt that through education in the sources of  
classical, and especially Christian, antiquity, they could instill 
a true inner piety or an inward religious feeling that would 
bring about a reform of  the church and society. For this rea-
son, Christian humanists supported schools, brought out new 
editions of  the classics, and prepared new editions of  the Bible 
and writings of  the church fathers. In the preface to his edition 
of  the Greek New Testament, the famous humanist Erasmus 
wrote:

I disagree very much with those who are unwilling that Holy 

Scripture, translated into the vulgar tongue, be read by the 

uneducated, as if  Christ taught such intricate doctrines that 

they could scarcely be understood by very few theologians, 

or as if  the strength of  the Christian religion consisted in 

men’s ignorance of  it. . . . I would that even the lowliest 

women read the Gospels and the Pauline Epistles. And I 

would that they were translated into all languages so that 

they could be read and understood not only by Scots and 

Irish but also by Turks and Saracens. . . . Would that, as a 

result, the farmer sing some portion of  them at the plow, 

the weaver hum some parts of  them to the movement of  

his shuttle, the traveler lighten the weariness of  the journey 

with stories of  this kind!2

This belief  in the power of  education would remain an impor-
tant characteristic of  European civilization. Like later intel-
lectuals, Christian humanists believed that to change society, 
they must 	rst change the human beings who compose it. 
Although some critics have called the Christian humanists 
naive, they were in fact merely optimistic. The turmoil of  the 
Reformation, however, shattered much of  this intellectual 
optimism, as the lives and careers of  two of  the most promi-
nent Christian humanists, Desiderius Erasmus and Thomas 
More, illustrate.

ERASMUS The most in�uential of  all the Christian human-
ists was Desiderius Erasmus (dez-ih-DEER-ee-uss ih-RAZZ-mus) 
(1466–1536), who formulated and popularized the reform pro-
gram of  Christian humanism. Born in Holland, Erasmus was 
educated at one of  the schools of  the Brothers of  the Com-
mon Life (see Chapter 11). He wandered to France, England, 
Italy, Germany, and Switzerland, conversing everywhere in 
the classical Latin that might be called his mother tongue. 
The Handbook of  the Christian Knight, printed in 1503, re�ected 
his preoccupation with religion. He called his conception of  
religion “the philosophy of  Christ,” by which he meant that 
Christianity should be a guiding philosophy for the direction of  
daily life rather than the system of  dogmatic beliefs and prac-
tices that the medieval church seemed to stress. In other words, 
he emphasized inner piety and de-emphasized the external 
forms of  religion (such as the sacraments, pilgrimages, fasts, 
veneration of  saints, and relics). To return to the simplicity 

Throughout the Middle Ages, the Christian church 
had continued to assert its primacy of  position. It  
had overcome de	ance of  its temporal authority by  
emperors and kings, and challenges to its doctrines  
had been crushed by the Inquisition and combated  
by new religious orders that carried its message of  
salvation to all the towns and villages of  medieval 
Europe. The growth of  the papacy had paralleled the 
growth of  the church, but by the end of  the Middle 
Ages, challenges to papal authority from the rising 
power of  monarchical states had resulted in a loss  
of  papal temporal authority. An even greater threat to 
papal authority and church unity arose in the sixteenth 
century when the Reformation shattered the unity of  
Christendom.

The movement begun by Martin Luther when he 
made his dramatic stand quickly spread across Europe, a 
clear indication of  dissatisfaction with Catholic practices. 
Within a short time, new forms of  religious practices, 
doctrines, and organizations, including Zwinglianism, 
Calvinism, Anabaptism, and Anglicanism, were attracting 
adherents all over Europe. Although seemingly helpless 
to stop the new Protestant churches, the Catholic Church 
also underwent a reformation and managed to revive its 
fortunes by the mid-sixteenth century. All too soon, the 
doctrinal divisions between Protestants and Catholics led 
to a series of  religious wars that dominated the history 
of  western Europe in the second half  of  the sixteenth 
century.
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When St. Peter denies him entrance because of  Julius’ mis-
deeds, Julius threatens to raise an army and storm heaven itself.

Erasmus’s program did not achieve the reform of  the church 
that he so desired. His moderation and his emphasis on education 
were quickly overwhelmed by the passions of  the Reformation. 
Undoubtedly, though, his work helped prepare the way for the 
Reformation; as contemporaries proclaimed, “Erasmus laid the 
egg that Luther hatched.” Yet Erasmus eventually disapproved 
of  Luther and the Protestant reformers. He had no intention of  
destroying the unity of  the medieval Christian church; rather, his 
whole program was based on reform within the church.

THOMAS MORE The son of  a London lawyer, Thomas More 
(1478–1535) received the bene	ts of  a good education. Although 
trained in the law, he took an avid interest in the new classical 
learning and became pro	cient in both Latin and Greek. Like 
the Italian humanists, who believed in putting their learning at 
the service of  the state, More embarked on a public career that 
ultimately took him to the highest reaches of  power as lord 
chancellor of  England.

His career in government service, however, did not keep 
More from the intellectual and spiritual interests that were so 
dear to him. He was well acquainted with other English human-
ists and became an intimate friend of  Erasmus. He made trans-
lations from Greek authors and wrote both prose and poetry in 
Latin. A devout man, he spent many hours in prayer and private 
devotions. Contemporaries praised his household as a shining 
model of  Christian family life.

More’s most famous work, and one of  the most controversial 
of  his age, was Utopia, written in 1516. This literary masterpiece 
is an account of  the idealistic life and institutions of  the commu-
nity of  Utopia (Greek for “nowhere”), an imaginary island in the 
vicinity of  the recently discovered New World. It re�ects More’s 
own concerns with the economic, social, and political problems 
of  his day. He presented a new social system in which coopera-
tion and reason replaced power and fame as the proper moti-
vating agents for human society. Utopian society, therefore, was 
based on communal ownership rather than private property. All 
residents of  Utopia worked nine hours a day, regardless of  occu-
pation, and were rewarded according to their needs. Possessing 
abundant leisure time and relieved of  competition and greed, 
Utopians were free to lead wholesome and enriching lives.

In serving King Henry VIII, More came face to face with the 
abuses and corruption he had criticized in Utopia. But he did 
not allow idealism to outweigh his own ultimate realism, and 
in Utopia itself  he justi	ed his service to the king:

If  you can’t completely eradicate wrong ideas, or deal with 

inveterate vices as e
ectively as you could wish, that’s no 

reason for turning your back on public life altogether. . . . On 

the other hand, it’s no use attempting to put across entirely 

new ideas, which will obviously carry no weight with people 

who are prejudiced against them. You must go to work 

indirectly. You must handle everything as tactfully as you 

can, and what you can’t put right you must try to make as 

little wrong as possible. For things will never be perfect, until 

human beings are perfect—which I don’t expect them to be 

for quite a number of  years.3

of  the early church, people needed to understand the original 
meaning of  the Scriptures and the writings of  the early church 
fathers. Because Erasmus thought that the standard Latin edi-
tion of  the Bible, known as the Vulgate, contained errors, he 
edited the Greek text of  the New Testament from the earliest 
available manuscripts and published it, along with a new Latin 
translation, in 1516. Erasmus also wrote Annotations, a detailed 
commentary on the Vulgate Bible itself. In his day, Erasmus’s 
work on the New Testament was considered his most out-
standing achievement, and Martin Luther himself  would use 
Erasmus’s work as the basis for his German translation of  the 
New Testament.

To Erasmus, the reform of  the church meant spreading an 
understanding of  the philosophy of  Jesus, providing enlight-
ened education in the sources of  early Christianity, and making 
common-sense criticisms of  the abuses in the church. This last is 
especially evident in The Praise of  Folly, written in 1509, in which 
Erasmus engaged in humorous yet e
ective criticism of  the most 
corrupt practices of  his own society. He was especially harsh on 
the abuses within the ranks of  the clergy (see the box on p. 368).

In another satirical work, Julius Excluded from Heaven, Eras-
mus pilloried the Renaissance papacy in the person of  Julius 
II, the “warrior pope” (see Chapter 12). When Julius dies, he 
appears before the gates of  heaven, expecting a quick entry. 

Erasmus. Desiderius Erasmus was the most in�uential of  the northern 
Renaissance humanists. He sought to restore Christianity to the early 
simplicity found in the teachings of  Jesus. This portrait of  Erasmus 
was painted in 1523 by Hans Holbein the Younger, who had formed a 
friendship with the great humanist while they were both in Basel.
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More’s religious devotion and belief  in the universal Catholic 
Church ultimately proved even more important than his ser-
vice to the king, however. While in o�ce, More’s intolerance 
of  heresy led him to advocate persecution of  those who would 
fundamentally change the Catholic Church. Moreover, always 
the man of  conscience, More willingly gave up his life oppos-
ing England’s break with the Roman Catholic Church over the 
divorce of  King Henry VIII.

Church and Religion on the Eve  
of the Reformation
Corruption in the Catholic Church was another factor that 
spurred people to want reform. No doubt the failure of  the 
Renaissance popes to provide spiritual leadership had a
ected 
the spiritual life of  all Christendom. The papal court’s pre-
occupation with 	nances had an especially strong impact on 
the clergy. So did the economic changes of  the fourteenth  
and fifteenth centuries. Increasingly, nobles or wealthy 

members of  the bourgeoisie held the highest positions among 
the clergy. Moreover, to increase their revenues, high church 
o�cials (bishops, archbishops, and cardinals) took over more 
than one church o�ce. This so-called pluralism led in turn 
to absenteeism: church o�ceholders ignored their duties and 
hired underlings who sometimes lacked the proper quali	ca-
tions. Complaints about the ignorance and ineptness of  parish 
priests became widespread in the 	fteenth century.

THE SEARCH FOR SALVATION While many of  the leaders of  
the church were failing to meet their responsibilities, ordinary 
people were clamoring for meaningful religious expression 
and certainty of  salvation. As a result, for some the salvation 
process became almost mechanical. As more and more people 
sought certainty of  salvation through veneration of  relics, col-
lections of  such objects grew. Frederick the Wise, elector of  
Saxony and Martin Luther’s prince, had amassed more than 
19,000 relics to which were attached indulgences that could 
reduce one’s time in purgatory by nearly 2 million years. (An 

ERASMUS: IN PRAISE OF FOLLY

THE PRAISE OF FOLLY IS ONE OF THE MOST famous 

pieces of literature produced in the sixteenth century. 

Erasmus, who wrote it in a short time during a visit to the 

home of Thomas More, considered it a “little diversion” 

from his “serious work.” Yet both contemporaries and later 

generations have appreciated “this laughing parody of every 

form and rank of human life.” In this selection, Erasmus 

belittles one of his favorite objects of scorn, the monks. They 

were, however, merely one of the many groups he disparaged.

Erasmus, The Praise of Folly

Those who are the closest to these [the theologians] in happi-
ness are generally called “the religious” or “monks,” both of  
which are deceiving names, since for the most part they stay as 
far away from religion as possible and frequent every sort of  
place. I [Folly] cannot, however, see how any life could be more 
gloomy than the life of  these monks if  I did not assist them in 
many ways. Though most people detest these men so much 
that accidentally meeting one is considered to be bad luck, the 
monks themselves believe that they are magni	cent creatures. 
One of  their chief  beliefs is that to be illiterate is to be of  a 
high state of  sanctity, and so they make sure that they are not 
able to read. Another is that when braying out their gospels in 
church they are making themselves very pleasing and satisfying 
to God, when in fact they are uttering these psalms as a matter 
of  repetition rather than from their hearts. . . .

Moreover, it is amusing to 	nd that they insist that 
everything be done in fastidious detail, as if  employing the 
orderliness of  mathematics, a small mistake in which would 
be a great crime. Just so many knots must be on each shoe 
and the shoelace may be of  only one speci	ed color; just so 

much lace is allowed on each habit; the girdle must be of  just 
the right material and width; the hood of  a certain shape and 
capacity; their hair of  just so many 	ngers’ length; and 	nally 
they can sleep only the speci	ed number of  hours per day. 
Can they not understand that, because of  a variety of  bodies 
and temperaments, all this equality of  restrictions is in fact 
very unequal? Nevertheless, because of  all this detail that they 
employ they think that they are superior to all other people. 
And what is more, amid all their pretense of  Apostolic charity, 
the members of  one order will denounce the members of  
another order clamorously because of  the way in which the 
habit has been belted or the slightly darker color of  it. . . .

Many of  them work so hard at protocol and at traditional 
fastidiousness that they think one heaven hardly a suitable 
reward for their labors; never recalling, however, that the time 
will come when Christ will demand a reckoning of  that which 
he had prescribed, namely charity, and that he will hold their 
deeds of  little account. One monk will then exhibit his belly 
	lled with every kind of  	sh; another will profess a knowledge 
of  over a hundred hymns. Still another will reveal a countless 
number of  fasts that he has made, and will account for his 
large belly by explaining that his fasts have always been broken 
by a single large meal. Another will show a list of  church 
ceremonies over which he has o�ciated so large that it would 
	ll seven ships.

Q  What are Erasmus’s main criticisms of monks? What do 

you think he hoped to achieve by this satirical attack on 

monastic practices? How do you think the circulation of 

many printed copies of such attacks would have affected 

popular attitudes toward the Catholic Church?

Source: Erasmus, “The Praise of  Folly,” in The Essential Erasmus, trans. J. P. Dolan (New York: Dutton Signet, 1964).
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indulgence, you will recall, is a remission, after death, of  all or 
part of  the punishment for sin.) Other people sought certainty 
of  salvation in the popular mystical movement known as the 
Modern Devotion, which downplayed religious dogma and 
stressed the need to follow the teachings of  Jesus. Thomas à 
Kempis, author of  The Imitation of  Christ, wrote that “truly, at 
the day of  judgment we shall not be examined by what we have 
read, but what we have done; not how well we have spoken, 
but how religiously we have lived.”

What is striking about the revival of  religious piety in the 
	fteenth century—whether expressed through such external 
forces as the veneration of  relics and the buying of  indulgences 
or the mystical path—was its adherence to the orthodox beliefs 
and practices of  the Catholic Church. The agitation for certainty 
of  salvation and spiritual peace occurred within the framework 
of  the “holy mother Church.” But disillusionment grew as 
the devout experienced the clergy’s inability to live up to their 
expectations. The deepening of  religious life, especially in the 
second half  of  the 	fteenth century, found little echo among 
the worldly-wise clergy, and this environment helps explain the 
tremendous and immediate impact of  Luther’s ideas.

CALLS FOR REFORM At the same time, several sources of  
reform were already at work within the Catholic Church at the 
end of  the 	fteenth and the beginning of  the sixteenth century. 
Especially noticeable were the calls for reform from the reli-
gious orders of  the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians. 
Members of  these groups put particular emphasis on preach-
ing to laypeople. One of  the popular preachers was Johannes 
Geiler of  Kaisersberg (KY-zerz-bayrk), who denounced the cor-
ruption of  the clergy.

The Oratory of  Divine Love, 	rst organized in Italy in 1497, 
was not a religious order but an informal group of  clergy and 
laymen who worked to foster reform by emphasizing personal 
spiritual development and outward acts of  charity. The “phi-
losophy of  Christ,” advocated by the Christian humanist Eras-
mus, was especially appealing to many of  them. The Oratory’s 
members included a number of  cardinals who favored church 
reform. A Spanish archbishop, Cardinal Ximenes, was espe-
cially active in using Christian humanism to reform the church. 
To foster spirituality among the people, he had a number of  
religious writings, including Thomas à Kempis’s The Imitation 
of  Christ, translated into Spanish.

Martin Luther and the 
Reformation in Germany

The Protestant Reformation began with a typical medieval 
question: What must I do to be saved? Martin Luther, a deeply 
religious man, found an answer that did not 	t within the 

traditional teachings of  the late medieval church. Ultimately, 
he split with that church, destroying the religious unity of  west-
ern Christendom. That other people were concerned with the 
same question is evident in the rapid spread of  the Reforma-
tion. But religion was so entangled in the social, economic, 
and political forces of  the period that the Protestant reformers’ 
hope of  transforming the church quickly proved illusory.

The Early Luther
Martin Luther was born in Germany on November 10, 1483. 
His father wanted him to become a lawyer, so Luther enrolled 
at the University of  Erfurt, where he received his bachelor’s 
degree in 1502. Three years later, after becoming a master in the 
liberal arts, the young man began to study law. But Luther was 
not content, not in small part due to his long-standing religious 
inclinations. That summer, while returning to Erfurt after a 
brief  visit home, he was caught in a ferocious thunderstorm 
and vowed that if  he survived unscathed, he would become a 
monk. He then entered the monastic order of  the Augustinian 
Hermits in Erfurt, much to his father’s disgust. In the mon-
astery, Luther focused on his major concern, the assurance of  
salvation. The traditional beliefs and practices of  the church 
seemed unable to relieve his obsession with this question, espe-
cially evident in his struggle with the sacrament of  penance 
or confession. The sacraments were a Catholic’s chief  means 
of  receiving God’s grace; confession o
ered the opportunity 
to have one’s sins forgiven. Luther spent hours confessing his 
sins, but he was always doubtful. Had he remembered all of  his 
sins? Even more, how could a hopeless sinner be acceptable to 
a totally just and all-powerful God? Luther threw himself  into 
his monastic routine with a vengeance:

I was indeed a good monk and kept my order so strictly 

that I could say that if  ever a monk could get to heaven 

through monastic discipline, I was that monk. . . . And yet my 

conscience would not give me certainty, but I always doubted 

and said, “You didn’t do that right. You weren’t contrite 

enough. You left that out of  your confession.” The more I 

tried to remedy an uncertain, weak and troubled conscience 

with human traditions, the more I daily found it more 

uncertain, weaker and more troubled.4

Despite his strenuous e
orts, Luther achieved no certainty.
To help overcome his di�culties, his superiors recom-

mended that the monk study theology. He received his doc-
torate in 1512 and then became a professor in the theological 
faculty at the University of  Wittenberg (VIT-ten-bayrk), lectur-
ing on the Bible. Sometime between 1513 and 1516, through his 
study of  the Bible, he arrived at an answer to his problem.

Catholic doctrine had emphasized that both faith and good 
works were required for a Christian to achieve personal salva-
tion. In Luther’s eyes, human beings, weak and powerless in the 
sight of  an almighty God, could never do enough good works 
to merit salvation. Through his study of  the Bible, especially 
his work on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, Luther rediscovered 
another way of  viewing this problem. To Luther, humans are 
saved not through their good works but through faith in the 
promises of  God, made possible by the sacri	ce of  Jesus on 

 Q FOCUS QUESTION: What were Martin Luther’s 
main disagreements with the Roman Catholic 
Church, and what political, economic, and social 
conditions help explain why the movement he 
began spread so quickly across Europe?
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the cross. The doctrine of  salvation or justi	cation by grace 
through faith alone became the primary doctrine of  the Prot-
estant Reformation ( justi�cation is the act by which a person 
is made deserving of  salvation). Because Luther had arrived at 
this doctrine from his study of  the Bible, the Bible became for 
Luther, as for all other Protestants, the chief  guide to religious 
truth. Justi	cation by faith and the Bible as the sole author-
ity in religious a
airs were the twin pillars of  the Protestant 
Reformation.

THE INDULGENCE CONTROVERSY Luther did not see him-
self  as either a revolutionary innovator or a heretic, but his 
involvement in the indulgence controversy propelled him into 
an open confrontation with church o�cials and forced him to 
see the theological implications of  justi	cation by faith alone. 
In 1517, Pope Leo X had issued a special jubilee indulgence to 
	nance the ongoing construction of  Saint Peter’s Basilica in 
Rome. Johann Tetzel, a rambunctious Dominican, hawked the 
indulgences in Germany with the slogan “As soon as the coin in 
the co
er rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”

Greatly distressed by the sale of  indulgences, Luther was 
certain that people who relied on these pieces of  paper to 
assure themselves of  salvation were guaranteeing their eternal  
damnation instead. Angered, he issued his Ninety-Five Theses, 
although scholars are unsure whether he nailed them to a 
church door in Wittenberg, as is traditionally alleged, or mailed 
them to his ecclesiastical superior. In either case, his theses were 
a stunning indictment of  the abuses in the sale of  indulgences 
(see the box on p. 371). It is doubtful that Luther intended any 
break with the church over the issue of  indulgences. If  the 
pope had clari	ed the use of  indulgences, as Luther wished, he 
would probably have been satis	ed, and the controversy would 

have ended. But Pope Leo X did not take the issue seriously 
and is even reported to have said that Luther was simply “some 
drunken German who will amend his ways when he sobers up.” 
Thousands of  copies of  a German translation of  the Ninety-
Five Theses were quickly printed and were received sympathet-
ically in a Germany that had a long tradition of  dissatisfaction 
with papal policies and power.

Of  course, Luther was not the 	rst theologian to criticize 
the powers of  the papacy. As we saw in Chapter 12, John Wyclif  
at the end of  the fourteenth century and John Hus at the begin-
ning of  the 	fteenth century had attacked the excessive power 
of  the papacy. Luther was certainly well aware of  John Hus’s 
fate at the Council of  Constance, where he was burned at the 
stake on charges of  heresy.

THE QUICKENING REBELLION The controversy reached an 
important turning point with the Leipzig Debate in July 1519. 
In Leipzig, Luther’s opponent, the capable Catholic theologian 
Johann Eck, forced Luther to move beyond indulgences and deny 
the authority of  popes and councils. During the debate, Eck also 
identi	ed Luther’s ideas with those of  John Hus, the condemned 
heretic. Luther was now compelled to see the consequences 
of  his new theology. At the beginning of  1520, he proclaimed: 
“Farewell, unhappy, hopeless, blasphemous Rome! The Wrath 
of  God has come upon you, as you deserve. We have cared for 
Babylon, and she is not healed: let us then, leave her, that she 
may be the habitation of  dragons, spectres, and witches.”5 At the 
same time, Luther was convinced that he was doing God’s work 
and had to proceed regardless of  the consequences.

In three pamphlets published in 1520, Luther moved toward 
a more de	nite break with the Catholic Church. The Address 
to the Nobility of  the German Nation was a political tract written 

Martin Luther and Katherina 
von Bora. This double portrait of  
Martin Luther and his wife was done 
by Lucas Cranach the Elder in 1529. 
By this time, Luther’s reforms had 
begun to make an impact in many 
parts of  Germany. Luther married 
Katherina von Bora in 1525, thus 
creating a new model of  family life  
for Protestant ministers.
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in German in which Luther called on the German princes to 
overthrow the papacy in Germany and establish a reformed 
German church. The Babylonian Captivity of  the Church, written 
in Latin for theologians, attacked the sacramental system as the 
means by which the pope and church had held the real mean-
ing of  the Gospel captive for a thousand years. Luther called for 
the reform of  monasticism and for the clergy to marry. Though 
virginity is good, he argued, marriage is better, and freedom 
of  choice is best. On the Freedom of  a Christian Man was a short 
treatise on the doctrine of  salvation. It is faith alone, not good 
works, that justi	es, frees, and brings salvation through Jesus. 
Being saved and freed by his faith in Jesus, however, does not 
free the Christian from doing good works. Rather, he performs 
good works out of  gratitude to God. “Good works do not make 
a good man, but a good man does good works.”6

Unable to accept Luther’s forcefully worded dissent from 
traditional Catholic teachings, the church excommunicated 
him in January 1521. He was also summoned to appear before 
the Reichstag (RYKHSS-tahk), the imperial diet of  the Holy 
Roman Empire, in Worms (WURMZ or VORMPS), convened by 
the recently elected Emperor Charles V (1519–1556). Expected to 

recant the heretical doctrines he had espoused, Luther refused 
and made the famous reply that became the battle cry of  the 
Reformation:

Since then Your Majesty and your lordships desire a simple 

reply, I will answer without horns and without teeth. Unless  

I am convicted by Scripture and plain reason—I do not accept 

the authority of  popes and councils, for they have contradicted 

each other—my conscience is captive to the Word of  God. 

I cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go against 

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

otherwise. God help me. Amen.7

Emperor Charles was outraged at Luther’s audacity and gave 
his opinion that “a single friar who goes counter to all Chris-
tianity for a thousand years must be wrong.” By the Edict of  
Worms, Martin Luther was made an outlaw within the empire. 
His works were to be burned, and Luther himself  was to be 
captured and delivered to the emperor. Instead, Luther’s prince, 
the Elector of  Saxony, sent him into hiding at the Wartburg 
(VART-bayrk) Castle, where he remained for nearly a year (see 
“Film & History” on p. 372).

LUTHER AND THE NINETY-FIVE THESES

TO MOST HISTORIANS, THE PUBLICATION of Luther’s 

Ninety-Five Theses marks the beginning of the Reformation. 

To Luther, they were simply a response to what he considered 

Johann Tetzel’s blatant abuses in selling indulgences. Although 

written in Latin, Luther’s statements were soon translated into 

German and disseminated widely across Germany. They made 

an immense impression on Germans already dissatisfied with 

the ecclesiastical and financial policies of the papacy.

Martin Luther, Selections from the  
Ninety-Five Theses

  5. The Pope has neither the will nor the power to remit any 
penalties, except those which he has imposed by his own 
authority, or by that of  the canons [canon law].

 20. Therefore the Pope, when he speaks of  the plenary 
remission of  all penalties, does not mean simply of  all, 
but only of  those imposed by himself.

 21. Thus those preachers of  indulgences are in error who say 
that, by the indulgences of  the Pope, a man is loosed and 
saved from all punishment.

 27. They preach man [It is mere human talk], who say that 
the soul �ies out of  purgatory as soon as the money 
thrown into the chest rattles.

 28. It is certain, that, when the money rattles in the chest, 
avarice and gain may be increased, but the su
rage of  the 
Church depends on the will of  God alone.

 50. Christians should be taught, that, if  the Pope were 
acquainted with the exactions of  the preachers of  pardons, 
he would prefer that the Basilica of  St. Peter should be 

burnt to ashes, than that it should be built up with the 
skin, �esh, and bones of  his sheep.

 81. This license in the preaching of  pardons makes it no easy 
thing, even for learned men, to protect the reverence due 
to the Pope against the calumnies, or, at all events, the 
keen questionings, of  the laity;

 82. As, for instance: Why does not the Pope empty pur-
gatory for the sake of  most holy charity and of  the 
supreme necessity of  souls,—this being the most  
just of  all reasons,—if  he redeems an in	nite number  
of  souls for the sake of  that most fatal thing, money, 
to be spent on building a basilica—this being a slight 
reason?

 86. Again: Why does not the Pope, whose riches are at this 
day more ample than those of  the wealthiest of  the 
wealthy, build the one Basilica of  St. Peter with his own 
money, rather than with that of  poor believers?

 90. To repress these scruples and arguments of  the laity  
by force alone, and not to solve them by giving reasons, 
is to expose the Church and the Pope to the ridicule of  
their enemies, and to make Christian men unhappy.

 94. Christians should be exhorted to strive to follow Christ 
their head through pains, deaths, and hells;

 95. And thus trust to enter heaven through many tribulations, 
rather than in the security of  peace.

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

Theses? Why did they have such a strong appeal in 

Germany?

Source: P. Scha
, History of  the Christian Church, vol. VI (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1916), pp. 161–166.
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Instead, the primary means of  disseminating Luther’s 
ideas was the sermon. The preaching of  evangelical sermons, 
based on a return to the original message of  the Bible, found 
favor throughout Germany. In city after city, the arrival of  
preachers presenting Luther’s teachings was soon followed 
by a public debate in which the new preachers proved 
victorious. State authorities then instituted a reform of  the 
church.

Also useful to the spread of  the Reformation were pam-
phlets illustrated with vivid woodcuts portraying the pope 
as a hideous Antichrist and titled with catchy phrases such as 
“I Wonder Why There Is No Money in the Land” (which, of  
course, was an attack on papal greed). Luther also insisted on 
the use of  music as a means to teach the Gospel, and his own 
composition, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” became the 
battle hymn of  the Reformation:

With our power nothing is done. 
We are soon lost.

But for us �ghts the mighty one 
Whom God himself  has chosen.

You ask, who is this?
He is called Jesus Christ
The Lord God of  hosts.
And there is no other God.
He must hold the �eld forever.8

THE SPREAD OF LUTHER’S IDEAS Lutheranism spread to 
both princely and ecclesiastical states in northern and central 
Germany as well as to two-thirds of  the free imperial cities, 

The Rise of Lutheranism
At the beginning of  1522, Luther returned to Wittenberg in Elec-
toral Saxony and began to organize a reformed church. While 
at the Wartburg Castle, Luther’s foremost achievement was his 
translation of  the New Testament into German. Within twelve 
years, his German New Testament had sold almost 200,000 cop-
ies. Lutheranism had wide appeal and spread rapidly, but not 
primarily through the written word since only 4 to 5 percent 
of  people in Germany were literate. And most of  these were 
in urban areas.

FILM & HISTORY

Watch Luther (2003), which 

depicts the early life and 

career of Martin Luther, 

largely from a Lutheran point 

of view. The movie focuses  

on some of the major events in Luther’s early life,  

such as his years in a monastery, his study for a 

doctorate in theology at the University of Wittenberg, 

the writing of his Ninety-Five Theses, and his dramatic 

stand at the Diet of Worms. The movie is based more on 

legends about Luther than on a strict adherence to the 

historical facts.

Q What historical errors can you find in this portrayal 

of Luther’s career? Does the film reveal what made 

Luther a rebel? Why or why not?
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Woodcut: Luther Versus the Pope. In the 1520s, after Luther’s return to Wittenberg, his teachings began  
to spread rapidly, ending ultimately in a reform movement supported by state authorities. Pamphlets containing 
picturesque woodcuts were important in the spread of  Luther’s ideas. In the woodcut shown here, the cruci	ed 
Jesus attends Luther’s service on the left, while on the right the pope is at a table selling indulgences.
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church depended on the full support of  the German princes 
and magistrates, supported the rulers, although he also blamed 
them for helping to set o
  the rebellion by their earlier harsh 
treatment of  the peasants. To Luther, the state and its rulers 
were ordained by God and given the authority to maintain the 
peace and order necessary for the spread of  the Gospel. It was 
the duty of  princes to put down all revolts. By May 1525, the  
German princes had ruthlessly suppressed the peasant hordes. 
By this time, Luther found himself  ever more dependent 
on state authorities for the growth and maintenance of  his 
reformed church.

Organizing the Church
Justi	cation by faith alone was the starting point for most of  
Protestantism’s major doctrines. Since Luther downplayed the 
role of  good works in salvation, the sacraments also had to be 
rede	ned. No longer regarded as merit-earning works, they 
were now viewed as divinely established signs signifying the 
promise of  salvation. Based on his interpretation of  scriptural 
authority, Luther kept only two of  the Catholic Church’s seven 
sacraments—baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Baptism signi	ed 
rebirth through grace. Regarding the Lord’s Supper, Luther 
denied the Catholic doctrine of  transubstantiation, which 
taught that the substance of  the bread and wine consumed in 
the rite is miraculously transformed into the body and blood of  
Jesus. Yet he continued to insist on the real presence of  Jesus’s 
body and blood in the bread and wine given as a testament to 
God’s forgiveness of  sin.

Luther’s emphasis on the importance of  Scripture led him 
to reject the Catholic belief  that the authority of  Scripture 
must be supplemented by the traditions and decrees of  the 
church. The word of  God as revealed in the Bible was su�cient 
authority in religious a
airs. A hierarchical priesthood was 
thus unnecessary since all Christians who followed the word 
of  God were their own priests, constituting a “priesthood of  
all believers.” Even though Luther thus considered the true 
church to be an invisible entity, the di�culties of  actually estab-
lishing a reformed church led him to believe that a tangible, 
organized church was needed. Since the Catholic ecclesiastical 
hierarchy had been scrapped, Luther came to rely increasingly 
on the princes or state authorities to organize and guide the 
new Lutheran reformed churches. He had little choice. Secu-
lar authorities in Germany, as elsewhere, were soon playing an 
important role in church a
airs. By 1530, in the German states 
that had converted to Lutheranism, both princes and city coun-
cils appointed o�cials who visited churches in their territories 
and regulated matters of  worship. The Lutheran churches in 
Germany (and later in Scandinavia) quickly became territorial 

especially those of  southern Germany, where prosperous bur-
ghers, for both religious and secular reasons, became commit-
ted to Luther’s cause. Nuremberg, where an active city council 
led by the dynamic city secretary Lazarus Spengler (SCHPEN-

ler) brought about a conversion as early as 1525, was the 	rst 
imperial city to convert to Lutheranism. Luther had visited 
the city in 1518 and made a number of  friends and supporters 
there, including some prominent men. Albrecht Dürer, the art-
ist (see Chapter 12) said, “In my opinion, it is exactly here that 
Luther has helped to clarify the situation by making it a point 
to trust God more than oneself, worldly works, and the laws 
of  human beings.”9 At its outset, the Reformation in Germany 
was largely an urban phenomenon. Three-fourths of  the early 
converts to the reform movement were from the clergy, many 
of  them from the upper classes, which made it easier for them 
to work with the ruling elites in the cities.

A series of  crises in the mid-1520s made it apparent, how-
ever, that spreading the word of  God was not as easy as Luther 
had originally envisioned—the usual plight of  most reformers. 
Luther experienced dissent within his own ranks in Wittenberg 
from people such as Andreas Carlstadt (KARL-shtaht), who 
wished to initiate a more radical reform by abolishing all relics, 
images, and the Mass. Luther had no sooner dealt with them 
than he began to face opposition from the Christian human-
ists. Many had initially supported Luther, believing that he 
shared their goal of  reforming the abuses within the church. 
But when it became apparent that Luther’s movement threat-
ened the unity of  Christendom, the older generation of  Chris-
tian humanists, including Erasmus, broke with the reformer. 
A younger generation of  Christian humanists, however, played 
a signi	cant role in Lutheranism. When Philip Melanchthon 
(muh-LANK-tun) (1497–1560) arrived in Wittenberg in 1518 at 
the age of  twenty-one to teach Greek and Hebrew, he was 
immediately attracted to Luther’s ideas and became a staunch 
supporter.

THE PEASANTS’ WAR Luther’s greatest challenge in the 
mid-1520s, however, came from the Peasants’ War. Peasant 
dissatisfaction in Germany stemmed from several sources. 
Many peasants had not been touched by the gradual economic 
improvement of  the early sixteenth century. In some areas, 
especially southwestern Germany, in�uential local lords con-
tinued to abuse their peasants, and new demands for taxes and 
other services caused them to wish for a return to “the good 
old days.” Social discontent soon became entangled with reli-
gious revolt as peasants looked to Martin Luther, believing that 
he would support them. It was not Luther, however, but one 
of  his ex-followers, the radical Thomas Müntzer (MOON-tsur), 
himself  a pastor, who in�amed the peasants against their rulers 
with his 	ery language: “Strike while the iron is hot!” Revolt 
	rst erupted in southwestern Germany in June 1524 and spread 
northward and eastward.

Luther reacted quickly and vehemently against the peas-
ants. In his pamphlet Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes 
of  Peasants, he called on the German princes to “smite, slay 
and stab” the stupid and stubborn peasantry (see the box on 
p. 374). Luther, who knew how much his reformation of  the 

Luther’s Reform MovementCHRONOLOGY

Ninety-Five Theses 1517

Leipzig Debate 1519

Diet and Edict of Worms 1521

Peasants’ War 1524–1525
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or state churches in which the state supervised and disciplined 
church members.

As part of  the development of  these state-dominated 
churches, Luther also instituted new religious services to replace 
the Mass. These featured a worship service consisting of  a ver-
nacular liturgy that focused on Bible reading, preaching the word 
of  God, and song. Following his own denunciation of  clerical 
celibacy, Luther married a former nun, Katherina von Bora (kat-

uh-REE-nuh fun BOH-rah), in 1525. His union provided a model 
of  married and family life for the new Protestant minister.

Germany and the Reformation:  
Religion and Politics
From its very beginning, the fate of  Luther’s movement was 
closely tied to political a
airs. In 1519, Charles I, king of  Spain 

and grandson of  Emperor Maximilian (see Chart 13.1), was 
elected Holy Roman Emperor as Charles V. Charles ruled over 
an immense empire, consisting of  Spain and its overseas pos-
sessions, the traditional Austrian Habsburg lands, Bohemia, 
Hungary, the Low Countries, and the kingdom of  Naples in 
southern Italy (see Map 13.1). The extent of  his possessions 
was re�ected in the languages he used. He said once that he 
spoke Spanish to God, Italian to women, French to men, and 
German to his horse. Politically, Charles wanted to maintain 
his dynasty’s control over his enormous empire; religiously, he 
hoped to preserve the unity of  the Catholic faith throughout 
his empire. Despite Charles’s strengths, his empire was over-
extended, and he spent a lifetime in futile pursuit of  his goals. 
Four major problems—the French, the papacy, the Turks, and 
Germany’s internal situation—cost him both his dream and his 
health. At the same time, the emperor’s problems gave Luther’s 

LUTHER AND THE “ROBBING AND MURDERING HORDES  
OF PEASANTS”

THE PEASANTS’ WAR OF 1524–1525 encompassed a 

series of uprisings by German peasants who were suffering 

from economic changes they did not comprehend. Led by 

radical religious leaders, the revolts quickly became entangled 

with the religious revolt set in motion by Luther’s defiance of 

the church. But it was soon clear that Luther himself did not 

believe in any way in social revolution. This excerpt is taken 

from Luther’s pamphlet written in May 1525 at the height of 

the peasants’ power but not published until after their defeat.

Martin Luther, Against the Robbing  
and Murdering Hordes of Peasants

The peasants have taken on themselves the burden of  three 
terrible sins against God and man, by which they have abun-
dantly merited death in body and soul. In the 	rst place they 
have sworn to be true and faithful, submissive and obedient, 
to their rulers, as Christ commands, when he says, “Render 
unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s,” and in Romans XIII, 
“Let everyone be subject unto the higher powers.” Because 
they are breaking this obedience, and are setting themselves 
against the higher powers, willfully and with violence, they 
have forfeited body and soul, as faithless, perjured, lying, dis-
obedient knaves and scoundrels are wont to do. . . .

In the second place, they are starting a rebellion, and 
violently robbing and plundering monasteries and castles 
which are not theirs, by which they have a second time 
deserved death in body and soul, if  only as highwaymen and 
murderers. . . . For rebellion is not simple murder, but is like 
a great 	re, which attacks and lays waste a whole land. . . . 
Therefore, let everyone who can, smite, slay and stab, secretly 
or openly, remembering that nothing can be more poisonous, 
hurtful or devilish than a rebel. . . .

In the third place, they cloak this terrible and horrible sin 
with the Gospel, call themselves “Christian brothers,” receive 
oaths and homage, and compel people to hold with them to 
these abominations. Thus, they become the greatest of  all 
blasphemers of  God and slanderers of  his holy Name, serving 
the devil, under the outward appearance of  the Gospel, thus 
earning death in body and soul ten times over. . . . It does 
not help the peasants, when they pretend that, according to 
Genesis I and II, all things were created free and common, and 
that all of  us alike have been baptized. . . . For baptism does 
not make men free in body and property, but in soul; and the 
Gospel does not make goods common. . . . Since the peasants, 
then, have brought both God and man down upon them and 
are already so many times guilty of  death in body and soul . . .  
I must instruct the worldly governors how they are to act in 
the matter with a clear conscience.

First, I will not oppose a ruler who, even though he does 
not tolerate the Gospel, will smite and punish these peasants 
without o
ering to submit the case to judgment. For he is 
within his rights, since the peasants are not contending any 
longer for the Gospel, but have become faithless, perjured, 
disobedient, rebellious murderers, robbers and blasphemers, 
whom even heathen rulers have the right and power to 
punish; nay, it is their duty to punish them, for it is just for this 
purpose that they bear the sword, and are “the ministers of  
God upon him that doeth evil.”

Q  What does this passage tell you about the political 

interests and sympathies of key religious reformers like 

Luther? Were the reformers really interested in bringing 

about massive social changes to accompany their 

religious innovations?

Source: E. G. Rupp and B. Drewery, Martin Luther: Documents of  Modern History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1970).
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MAP 13.1 The Empire of Charles V. Charles V spent much of his reign fighting wars in Italy, against France and the Ottoman 
Empire, and within the borders of the Holy Roman Empire. He failed in his main goal to secure Europe for Catholicism: the Peace  
of Augsburg in 1555 recognized the equality of Catholicism and Lutheranism and let each German prince choose his realm’s religion.

Q  Why would France feel threatened by the empire of Charles V?

Chart 13.1 The Habsburgs as 
Holy Roman Emperors and Kings 
of  Spain 
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movement time to grow and organize before facing the con-
certed onslaught of  the Catholic forces.

THE FRENCH AND THE PAPACY Charles V’s chief  political 
concern was his rivalry with the Valois king of  France, Fran-
cis I (1515–1547). Encircled by the possessions of  the Habsburg 
empire, Francis became embroiled in a series of  con�icts with 
Charles over disputed territories in southern France, the Nether-
lands, the Rhineland, northern Spain, and Italy. These con�icts, 
known as the Habsburg-Valois Wars, were fought intermit-
tently for twenty-four years (1521–1544), preventing Charles from 
concentrating on the Lutheran problem in Germany.

Meanwhile, Charles faced two other enemies. The Habsburg 
emperor expected papal cooperation in dealing with the 
Lutheran heresy. Papal policy, however, was guided by politi-
cal considerations, not religious ones, a clear indication that, 
like the Catholic king of  France, a pope could act against his 
religious interests because of  the political situation. Fearful of  
Charles’s power in Italy, Pope Clement VII (1523–1534) joined the 
side of  Francis I in the second Habsburg-Valois War (1527–1529), 
with catastrophic results. In April 1527, the Spanish-imperial 
army of  Charles V went berserk while attacking Rome and 
gave the capital of  Catholicism a fearful and bloody sacking. 
Sobered by the experience, Clement came to terms with the 
emperor, and by 1530, Charles V stood supreme over much of  
Italy.

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE In the meantime, Charles V also 
faced problems in the eastern part of  his empire. In the 
	fteenth century, the Ottoman Turks had overrun Constan-
tinople and established control over much of  the Balkans 
in southeastern Europe (see Chapter 12). Now, in the 	rst 
decades of  the sixteenth century, the Ottomans posed a new 
threat to Europe. Ottoman armies had taken control of  much 
of  the North African coast and captured the Christian island 
of  Rhodes. Under their new leader, Suleiman (SOO-lay-mahn) 
the Magni	cent (1520–1566), Ottoman forces had defeated 
and killed King Louis of  Hungary, Charles’s brother-in-law, at 
the Battle of  Mohács (MOH-hach) in 1526. Subsequently, the 
Ottomans overran most of  Hungary, moved into Austria, and 
advanced as far as Vienna, where they were 	nally repulsed in 
1529. The emperor and much of  Christian Europe breathed a 
sigh of  relief  but still remained fearful of  another Ottoman 
attack.

POLITICS IN GERMANY By the end of  1529, Charles was 
ready to deal with Germany. The second Habsburg-Valois War 
had ended, the Turks had been defeated temporarily, and the 
pope had been subdued. The internal political situation in the 
Holy Roman Empire was not in his favor, however. Germany 
was a land of  several hundred territorial states: princely states, 
ecclesiastical principalities, and free imperial cities. Though all 
owed loyalty to the emperor, Germany’s medieval develop-
ment had enabled these states to become quite independent 
of  imperial authority. They had no desire to have a strong 
emperor.

Charles’s attempt to settle the Lutheran problem at the 
Diet of  Augsburg in 1530 proved completely inadequate, 
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Charles V. Charles V sought to maintain religious unity throughout his 
vast empire by keeping all his subjects within the bounds of  the Catholic 
Church. Due to his con�ict with Francis I of  France and his di�culties 
with the Turks, the papacy, and the German princes, Charles was never 
able to check the spread of  Lutheranism. This portrait of  Charles V is by 
the Venetian painter Titian.

and the emperor wound up demanding that the Lutherans 
return to the Catholic Church by April 15, 1531. In February 
1531, fearful of  Charles’s intentions, eight princes and eleven 
imperial cities—all Lutheran—formed a defensive alliance 
known as the Schmalkaldic League. These Protestant Ger-
man states vowed to assist each other “whenever any one of  
us is attacked on account of  the Word of  God and the doc-
trine of  the Gospel.” Religion was dividing the empire into 
two armed camps.

The renewed threat of  the Turks against Vienna forced 
Charles once again to seek compromise instead of  war with 
the Protestant authorities. From 1532 to 1535, Charles was 
forced to 	ght o
  an Ottoman, Arab, and Barbary attack on 
the Mediterranean coasts of  Italy and Spain. Two additional 
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The Spread of the Protestant 
Reformation

For both Catholics and Protestant reformers, Luther’s heresy 
raised the question of  what constituted the correct interpreta-
tion of  the Bible. The inability to agree on this issue led not only 
to theological confrontations but also to bloody warfare as each 
Christian group was unwilling to admit that it could be wrong.

Lutheranism in Scandinavia
In 1397, the Union of  Kalmar had brought about the uni	cation of  
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden under the rule of  one monarch, 
the king of  Denmark. This union, however, failed to achieve any 
real social or political uni	cation of  the three states, particularly 
since the independent-minded landed nobles worked to frus-
trate any increase in monarchical centralization. By the begin-
ning of  the sixteenth century, the union was on the brink of  
disintegration. In 1520, Christian II (1513–1523) of  Denmark, ruler 
of  the three Scandinavian kingdoms, was overthrown by Swed-
ish barons led by Gustavus Vasa. Three years later, Vasa became 
king of  an independent Sweden (1523–1560) and took the lead in 
establishing a Lutheran Reformation in his country and by the 
1530s had created a Swedish Lutheran National Church.

Meanwhile, the Danish nobility had also deposed Christian 
II as the king of  Denmark. He was succeeded by his uncle, who 
became Frederick I (1523–1533). Frederick encouraged Lutheran 
preachers to spread their evangelical doctrines and to intro-
duce a Lutheran liturgy into the Danish church service. In the 
1530s, under Frederick’s successor, Christian III (1534–1559), a 

Lutheran state church was installed 
with the king as the supreme author-
ity in all ecclesiastical a
airs. Christian 
was also instrumental in spreading 
Lutheranism to Norway. By the 1540s, 
Scandinavia had become a Lutheran 
stronghold. Like the German princes, 
the Scandinavian monarchs had been 
the dominant force in establishing 
state-run churches.

The Zwinglian 
Reformation
In the sixteenth century, the Swiss 
Confederation was a loose associa-
tion of  thirteen self-governing states 
called cantons. Theoretically part 
of  the Holy Roman Empire, they 
had become virtually independent 
in 1499. The six forest cantons were 

 Q FOCUS QUESTIONS: What were the main tenets 
of  Lutheranism, Zwinglianism, Anabaptism, and 
Calvinism, and how did they di
er from each other 
and from Catholicism? What impact did political, 
economic, and social conditions have on the 
development of  these four reform movements?

Politics and the German 
Reformation

CHRONOLOGY

First Habsburg-Valois War 1521–1525

Second Habsburg-Valois War 1527–1529

Defeat of the Turks at Vienna 1529

Diet of Augsburg 1530

Third Habsburg-Valois War 1535–1538

Fourth Habsburg-Valois War 1542–1544

Schmalkaldic Wars 1546–1555

Peace of Augsburg 1555

Habsburg-Valois Wars (1535–1538 and 1542–1544) soon followed 
and kept Charles preoccupied with military campaigns in 
southern France and the Low Countries. Finally, Charles made 
peace with Francis in 1544 and the Turks in 1545. Fifteen years 
after the Diet of  Augsburg, Charles was 	nally free to resolve 
his problem in Germany.

By the time of  Luther’s death in February 1546, all hopes of  
a peaceful compromise had faded. Charles brought a sizable 
imperial army of  German, Dutch, Italian, and Spanish troops to 
do battle with the Protestants. In the 	rst phase of  the Schmal-
kaldic Wars (1546–1547), the emperor’s forces decisively defeated 
the Lutherans at the Battle of  Mühlberg (MOOL-bayrk). Charles V  
was at the zenith of  his power, and the Protestant cause seemed 
doomed.

Appearances proved misleading, however. The Schmalkal-
dic League was soon reestablished, and the German Protestant 
princes allied themselves with the new French king, Henry 
II (1547–1559)—a Catholic—to revive the war in 1552. This 
time Charles was less fortunate and had to negotiate a truce. 
Exhausted by his e
orts to maintain religious orthodoxy and 
the unity of  his empire, Charles abandoned German a
airs 
to his brother Ferdinand, abdicated all of  his titles in 1556, and 
retired to his country estate in Spain to spend the remaining 
two years of  his life in solitude.

An end to religious warfare in Ger-
many came in 1555 with the Peace of  
Augsburg, which marked an impor-
tant turning point in the history of  the 
Reformation. The agreement formally 
acknowledged the division of  Chris-
tianity, with Lutheranism granted 
equal legal standing with Catholi-
cism. Moreover, the peace settlement 
accepted the right of  each German 
ruler to determine the religion of  
his subjects (but not the right of  the 
subjects to choose their religion). 
Charles’s hope for a united empire 
had been completely dashed, and the 
ideal of  medieval Christian unity was 
irretrievably lost. The rapid prolifera-
tion of  new Protestant groups served 
to underscore that new reality.
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democratic republics; the seven urban cantons, which included 
Zürich, Bern, and Basel, were for the most part governed by 
city councils controlled by narrow oligarchies of  wealthy 
citizens.

Ulrich Zwingli (OOL-rikh TSFING-lee) (1484–1531) was a 
product of  the Swiss forest cantons. The precocious son of  a 
relatively prosperous peasant, the young Zwingli eventually 
obtained both bachelor of  arts and master of  arts degrees. Dur-
ing his university education at Vienna and Basel, Zwingli was 
strongly in�uenced by Christian humanism. Ordained a priest 
in 1506, he accepted a parish post in rural Switzerland until 
his appointment as a cathedral priest in the Great Minster of  
Zürich in 1518. Through his preaching there, Zwingli began the 
Reformation in Switzerland.

Zwingli’s preaching of  the Gospel caused such unrest that 
in 1523 the city council held a public disputation or debate in 
the town hall. The disputation became a standard method of  
spreading the Reformation to many cities. It gave an advantage 
to reformers, since they had the power of  new ideas and Cath-
olics were not used to defending their teachings. The victory 
went to Zwingli’s party, and the council declared that “Mayor, 
Council and Great Council of  Zürich, in order to do away with 
disturbance and discord, have upon due deliberation and con-
sultation decided and resolved that Master Zwingli should con-
tinue as heretofore to proclaim the Gospel and the pure sacred 
Scripture.”10

REFORMS IN ZÜRICH Over the next two years, a city coun-
cil strongly in�uenced by Zwingli promulgated evangelical 
reforms in Zürich. Zwingli looked to the state to supervise 
the church. He declared that a church without the magistrate 
is “mutilated and incomplete.” The city council abolished rel-
ics and images, removed all paintings and decorations from 
the churches, and replaced them with whitewashed walls. As 
Zwingli remarked, “The images are not to be endured; for all 
that God has forbidden, there can be no compromise.”11 A new 
liturgy consisting of  Scripture reading, prayer, and sermons 
replaced the Mass, and music was eliminated from the service 
as a distraction from the pure word of  God. Monasticism, 
pilgrimages, the veneration of  saints, clerical celibacy, and 
the pope’s authority were all abolished as remnants of  papal 
Christianity. Zwingli’s movement soon spread to other cities in 
Switzerland, including Bern in 1528 and Basel in 1529.

A FUTILE SEARCH FOR UNITY By 1528, Zwingli’s reform 
movement faced a serious political problem as the forest 
cantons remained staunchly Catholic. Zürich feared that they 
would ally with the Habsburgs. To counteract this danger, 
Zwingli attempted to build a league of  evangelical cities by 
seeking an agreement with Luther and the German reformers. 
An alliance between them seemed possible, since the Refor-
mation had spread to the southern German cities, especially 
Strasbourg, where Martin Bucer (1491–1551) had instituted a 
moderate reform movement containing characteristics of  both 
Luther’s and Zwingli’s movements. Both the German and the 
Swiss reformers realized the need for unity to defend against 
imperial and conservative opposition.
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Zwingli. Ulrich Zwingli began the Reformation in Switzerland through 
his preaching in Zürich. Zwingli’s theology was accepted in Zürich and 
soon spread to other Swiss cities. This portrait of  Zwingli was done by 
an unknown artist in the early sixteenth century.

Protestant political leaders, especially Landgrave Philip of  
Hesse, fearful that Charles V would take advantage of  the divi-
sion between the reformers, attempted to promote an alliance 
of  the Swiss and German reformed churches by persuading 
the leaders of  both groups to attend a colloquy (conference) at 
Marburg to resolve their di
erences. Able to agree on virtually 
everything else, the gathering splintered over the interpretation 
of  the Lord’s Supper (see the box on p. 379). Zwingli believed 
that the scriptural words “This is my body” and “This is my 
blood” should be taken symbolically, not literally. To Zwingli, 
the Lord’s Supper was only a meal of  remembrance, and he 
refused to accept Luther’s insistence on the real presence of  
the body and blood of  Jesus “in, with, and under the bread and 
wine.” The Marburg Colloquy of  1529 produced no agreement 
and no evangelical alliance. It was a foretaste of  the issues that 
would divide one reform group from another and lead to the 
creation of  di
erent Protestant groups.

In October 1531, war erupted between the Swiss Protestant 
and Catholic cantons. Zürich’s army was routed, and Zwingli 
was found wounded on the battle	eld. His enemies killed him, 
cut up his body, burned the pieces, and scattered the ashes. This 
Swiss civil war of  1531 provided an early indication of  what reli-
gious passions would lead to in the sixteenth century. Unable to 
	nd peaceful ways to agree on the meaning of  the Gospel, the 
disciples of  Christianity resorted to violence and decision by 
force. When he heard of  Zwingli’s death, Martin Luther, who 
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had not forgotten the confrontation at Marburg, is supposed to 
have remarked that Zwingli “got what he deserved.”

The Radical Reformation: The Anabaptists
Although many reformers were ready to allow the state to play 
an important, if  not dominant, role in church a
airs, some peo-
ple rejected this kind of  magisterial reformation and favored 
a far more radical reform movement. Collectively called the 
Anabaptists, these radicals were actually members of  a large 
variety of  groups who shared some common characteristics. 

Anabaptism was especially attractive to the peasants, weavers, 
miners, and artisans who had been adversely a
ected by the 
economic changes of  the age.

THE IDEAS OF THE ANABAPTISTS Anabaptists everywhere 
held certain ideas in common. All felt that the true Christian 
church was a voluntary association of  believers who had 
undergone spiritual rebirth and had then been baptized into 
the church. Anabaptists advocated adult rather than infant 
baptism. No one, they believed, should be forced to accept the 

DEBATES PLAYED A CRUCIAL ROLE in the Reformation 

period. They were a primary instrument in introducing the 

Reformation into innumerable cities as well as a means of 

resolving differences among like-minded Protestant groups. 

This selection contains an excerpt from the vivacious and often 

brutal debate between Luther and Zwingli over the sacrament 

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

failed to reach agreement.

The Marburg Colloquy, 1529

The Hessian Chancellor Feige: My gracious prince and 
lord [Landgrave Philip of  Hesse] has summoned you 
for the express and urgent purpose of  settling the 
dispute over the sacrament of  the Lord’s Supper. . . . Let 
everyone on both sides present his arguments in a spirit 
of  moderation, . . . Now then, Doctor Luther, you may 
proceed.

Luther: Noble prince, gracious lord! Undoubtedly the 
colloquy is well intentioned. . . . Although I have no 
intention of  changing my mind, which is 	rmly made 
up, I will nevertheless present the grounds of  my belief  
and show where the others are in error. . . . Your basic 
contentions are these: In the last analysis you wish to 
prove that a body cannot be in two places at once, and 
you produce arguments about the unlimited body which 
are based on natural reason. I do not question how Christ 
can be God and man and how the two natures can be 
joined. For God is more powerful than all our ideas, and 
we must submit to his word.

Prove that Christ’s body is not there where the 
Scripture says, “This is my body!” Rational proofs I will 
not listen to. It is God who commands, “Take, eat, this is 
my body.” I request, therefore, valid scriptural proof  to 
the contrary.

Zwingli: I insist that the words of  the Lord’s Supper must be 
	gurative. This is ever apparent, and even required by the 
article of  faith: “taken up into heaven, seated at the right 

hand of  the Father.” Otherwise, it would be absurd to 
look for him in the Lord’s Supper at the same time that 
Christ is telling us that he is in heaven. One and the same 
body cannot possibly be in di
erent places. . . .

Luther: I call upon you as before: your basic contentions are 
shaky. Give way, and give glory to God!

Zwingli: And we call upon you to give glory to God and 
to quit begging the question. The issue at stake is this: 
Where is the proof  of  your position? . . . You’re trying to 
outwit me. I stand by this passage in the sixth chapter of  
John, verse 63, and shall not be shaken from it. You’ll have 
to sing another tune.

Luther: You’re being obnoxious.
Zwingli: (excitedly) Don’t you believe that Christ was attempting 

in John 6 to help those who did not understand?
Luther: You’re trying to dominate things! You insist on 

passing judgment . . . It is your point that must be proved, 
not mine. But let us stop this sort of  thing. It serves no 
purpose.

Zwingli: It certainly does! It is for you to prove that the 
passage in John 6 speaks of  a physical repast.

Luther: You express yourself  poorly and make about as much 
progress as a cane standing in a corner. You’re going 
nowhere.

Zwingli: No, no, no! This is the passage that will break your 
neck!

Luther: Don’t be so sure of  yourself. Necks don’t break this 
way. You’re in Hesse, not Switzerland.

Q  How did the positions of Zwingli and Luther on the 

sacrament of the Lord’s Supper differ? What was 

the purpose of this debate? Based on this example, 

why do you think Reformation debates led to further 

hostility rather than compromise and unity between 

religious and sectarian opponents? What implications 

did this have for the future of the Protestant 

Reformation?

A Reformation Debate: Conflict at Marburg

OPPOSING VIEWPOINTS

Source: “The Marburg Colloquy,” in Great Debates of  the Reformation, ed. D. Ziegler (New York: Modern Library, 1969).
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truth of  the Bible. They also tried to return literally to the prac-
tices and spirit of  early Christianity. Adhering to the accounts 
of  early Christian communities in the New Testament, they 
followed a strict sort of  democracy in which all believers were 
considered equal. Each church chose its own minister, who 
might be any member of  the community, since all Christians 
were considered priests (though women were often excluded). 
Those chosen as ministers had the duty to lead services, which 
were very simple and contained nothing not found in the early 
church. Like early Christians, Anabaptists, who called them-
selves “Christians” or “Saints,” accepted that they would have 
to su
er for their faith. Anabaptists rejected theological specu-
lation in favor of  simple Christian living according to what they 
believed was the pure word of  God. The Lord’s Supper was 
interpreted as a remembrance, a meal of  fellowship celebrated 
in the evening in private houses according to Jesus’s example.

Unlike the Catholics and other Protestants, most Anabap-
tists believed in the complete separation of  church and state. 
Not only was government to be excluded from the realm of  
religion, but it was not even supposed to exercise political juris-
diction over real Christians. Human law had no power over 
those whom God had saved. Anabaptists refused to hold politi-
cal o�ce or bear arms because many took the commandment 
“Thou shall not kill” literally, although some Anabaptist groups 
did become quite violent. Their political beliefs as much as their 
religious beliefs caused the Anabaptists to be regarded as dan-
gerous radicals who threatened the very fabric of  sixteenth- 
century society. Indeed, the chief  thing Protestants and Catho-
lics could agree on was the need to stamp out the Anabaptists.

VARIETIES OF ANABAPTISTS One early group of  Anabap-
tists known as the Swiss Brethren arose in Zürich. Their ideas, 
especially adult baptism, frightened Zwingli, and they were 
expelled from the city in 1523. Because the 	rst members of  the 
Swiss Brethren who were baptized as adults had already been 
baptized as children (in the Catholic Church), their opponents 
labeled them Anabaptists or Rebaptists. Under Roman law, 
such people were subject to the death penalty.

As the teachings of  the Swiss Brethren spread through 
southern Germany, the Austrian Habsburg lands, and Switzer-
land, Anabaptists su
ered ruthless persecution, especially after 
the Peasants’ War of  1524–1525, when the upper classes resorted 
to repression. Virtually eradicated in Germany, Anabaptist sur-
vivors emerged in Moravia and Poland, and in the Netherlands, 
Anabaptism took on a strange form.

In the 1530s, the city of  Münster, in Westphalia in north-
western Germany near the Dutch border, was the site of  an 
Anabaptist uprising that determined the fate of  Dutch Anabap-
tism. Seat of  a powerful Catholic prince-bishop, Münster had 
experienced severe economic disasters, including crop failure 
and plague. Although converted to Lutheranism in 1532, Münster 
experienced a more radical mass religious hysteria that led to 
legal recognition for the Anabaptists. Soon Münster became 
a haven for Anabaptists from the surrounding neighborhood, 
especially the more wild-eyed variety known as Melchiorites, 
who adhered to a vivid millenarianism. They believed that 
the end of  the world was at hand and that they would usher 

in the kingdom of  God with Münster as the New Jerusalem. 
By the end of  February 1534, these millenarian Anabaptists had 
taken control of  the city, driven out everyone they considered 
godless or unbelievers, burned all books except the Bible, and 
proclaimed communal ownership of  all property. Eventually, 
the leadership of  this New Jerusalem fell into the hands of  
one man, John of  Leiden, who proclaimed himself  king of  the 
New Jerusalem. As king, he would lead the elect from Münster 
out to cover the entire world and purify it of  evil by the sword 
in preparation for Jesus’s Second Coming and the creation of   
a New Age. In this new kingdom, John of  Leiden believed, 
all goods would be held in common and the saints would live  
without su
ering.

But it was not to be. As the Catholic prince-bishop of  Mün-
ster gathered a large force and laid siege to the city, the new 
king repeatedly had to postpone the ushering forth from Mün-
ster. Finally, after many inhabitants had starved, a joint army 
of  Catholics and Lutherans recaptured the city in June 1535 and 
executed the radical Anabaptist leaders in gruesome fashion. 
The New Jerusalem had ceased to exist.

Purged of  its fantasies and its more extreme elements, 
Dutch Anabaptism reverted to its paci	st tendencies, especially 
evident in the work of  Menno Simons (1496–1561), the man 
most responsible for rejuvenating Dutch Anabaptism. A popu-
lar leader, Menno dedicated his life to the spread of  a peaceful, 
evangelical Anabaptism that stressed separation from the world 
in order to truly emulate the life of  Jesus. Simons imposed strict 
discipline on his followers and banned those who refused to 
conform to the rules. The Mennonites, as his followers were 
called, spread from the Netherlands into northwestern Ger-
many and eventually into Poland and Lithuania as well as the 
New World. Both the Mennonites and the Amish, who are also 
descended from the Anabaptists, maintain communities in the 
United States and Canada today.

The Reformation in England
The English Reformation was initiated by King Henry VIII 
(1509–1547), who wanted to divorce his 	rst wife, Catherine of  
Aragon, because she had failed to produce a male heir. Further-
more, Henry had fallen in love with Anne Boleyn (BUH-lin or 
buh-LIN), a lady-in-waiting to Queen Catherine. Anne’s unwill-
ingness to be only the king’s mistress and the king’s desire to 
have a legitimate male heir made their marriage imperative, but 
the king’s 	rst marriage stood in the way.

Henry relied on Cardinal Wolsey, the highest-ranking Eng-
lish church o�cial and lord chancellor to the king, to obtain 
from Pope Clement VII an annulment of  the king’s marriage. 
Normally, the pope might have been willing to oblige, but the 
sack of  Rome in 1527 had made the pope dependent on the Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V, who happened to be the nephew 
of  Queen Catherine. Discretion dictated delay in granting the 
English king’s request. Impatient with the process, Henry dis-
missed Wolsey in 1529.

Two new advisers now became the king’s agents in ful-
	lling his wishes. These were Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556), 
who became archbishop of  Canterbury in 1532, and Thomas 
Cromwell (1485–1540), the king’s principal secretary after the 
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