
The Reformation  

     To understand the Protestant Reform movement, we need to go back in history to the early 16th 

century when there was only one church in Western Europe (the Roman Catholic Church) under the 

leadership of the Pope in Rome.  In 1500, the Roman Catholic Church was politically and spiritually 

very powerful in Western Europe.  But there were other political forces too. There was the Holy 

Roman Empire (largely made up of German speaking regions ruled by princes, dukes and electors), 

the Italian city-states, England, as well as the increasingly unified nation states of France and Spain. 

The power of the rulers of these areas had increased in the previous century and many wanted to 

weaken the power of the papacy (the office of the Pope) and increase their own power. 

      Popes and Cardinals lived more like kings than spiritual leaders. They claimed temporal political 

as well as spiritual power. They commanded armies, made political alliances and enemies, and, 

sometimes, even waged war. Simony (the selling of Church offices) and nepotism (favoritism based 

on family relationships) were out of control. Clearly, they didn’t care for the souls of the faithful. The 

corruption of the Church was well known, and several attempts had been made to reform the Church 

(notably by John Wycliffe and Jan Hus), but none of these efforts successfully challenged Church 

practice until Martin Luther's actions in the early 1500s. 

     Martin Luther was a German monk and Professor of Theology at the University of Wittenberg. 

Luther sparked the Reformation in 1517 by posting his "95 Theses" on the door of the Castle Church 

in Wittenberg, Germany - these theses were a list of statements that expressed Luther's concerns about 

certain Church practices - mainly the sale of indulgences. The latter  was a practice where the church 

approved a donation or other charitable work with a piece of paper (an indulgence), that certified that 

your soul would enter heaven more quickly by reducing your time in purgatory- a kind of way-station 

where you finished atoning for your sins before being allowed to enter heaven.       

     But the sale of indulgences was not Luther's only disagreement with the institution of the Church. 

Martin Luther was very devout. He concluded that no matter how "good" he tried to be, he still found 

himself having sinful thoughts. He was fearful that no matter how many good works he did, he could 

never earn his place in heaven.  Luther understood that one will get to heaven only  by faith  - not by 

doing good works. In other words, God's grace is something freely given to human beings, not 

something we can earn.  

     Luther (and other reformers) turned to the Bible as the only reliable source of instruction. The 

invention of the printing press in the middle of the 15th century together with the translation of the 

Bible into the vernacular (the common languages of French, Italian, German, English, etc.) meant that 

it was possible for those who could read to learn directly from Bible without having to rely on a priest 



or other church officials. For the first time in history, the Bible was available to those outside of the 

Church, and a direct relationship to God, unmediated by the Catholic Church, was possible. Before 

this time, the Bible was available in Latin and books were handmade and extremely expensive.   

     The Church's response to the threat from Luther and others during this period is called the Counter-

Reformation. The Church initially ignored Martin Luther, but Luther's ideas (and variations of them, 

including Calvinism) quickly spread throughout Europe. He was asked to disavow his writings, but he 

refused; therefore, he was expelled from the church. The Reformation was a very violent period in 

Europe.  Each side, both Catholics and Protestants, were often absolutely certain that they were in the 

right and that the other side was doing the devil's work.  

Other developments: During this period, the Scientific Revolution gained power and observation of 

the natural world replaced religious doctrine as the source of our understanding of the universe and our 

place in it. Copernicus up-ended the ancient Greek model of the heavens by suggesting that the sun 

was at the center of the solar system and that the planets orbited around it. At the same time, 

exploration, colonization and (the often forced) Christianization of what Europe called the "new 

world" continued.  

The Age of Exploration: 

     The so-called Age of Exploration or the Age of Discovery started from the early 15th century and 

continuing into the early 17th century, during which European expansion to places such as the 

Americas, Africa, and the Far East flourished. Among the most famous explorers of the period were 

Christopher Columbus, Vasco da Gama, Pedro Álvares Cabral, John Cabot, Juan Ponce de León, and 

Ferdinand Magellan. The European Age of Exploration developed alongside the Renaissance. Both 

periods in Western history acted as transitional moments between the Middle Ages and the early 

modern period. The effects of exploration were not only felt abroad but also within the geographic 

confines of Europe itself. The economic, political, and cultural effects of Europe’s beginning stages of 

global exploration impacted the long term development of both European society and the entire world. 

The main factors behind the European expansion were political, economic, religious and scientific.  

 -Economic Factors:  Many nations were looking for  silver and gold, but one of the main reasons for 

exploration was the desire to find a new route for the spice and silk trades.  When the Ottoman Empire 

took control of Constantinople in 1453, it stopped European access to the area, and severely limiting                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
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trade. In addition, it also blocked access to North Africa and the Red Sea, two very important trade 

routes to the Far East.  

     Before the fifteenth century, European states enjoyed a long history of trade with places in the Far 

East, such as India and China. This trade introduced luxury goods such as cotton, silk, and spices to 

the European economy. New technological advancements in maritime navigation and ship 

construction allowed Europeans to travel farther and explore parts of the globe that were previously 

unknown. In many ways, the demand for goods such as sugar, cotton, and rum fuelled the expansion 

of European empires and their eventual use of slave labor from Africa.  

     During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries members of the noble or merchant class funded these 

early expeditions. Over time, as global exploration was extremely profitable, European states took on 

a primary role. The next phase of exploration involved voyages taken in the name of a particular 

empire and monarch (e.g., France or Spain). 

- Political factors:  Competition between growing European empires, such as Spain and England, 

fuelled the growth and spread of overseas exploration. Motivated by religion, profit, and power, the 

size and influence of European empires during this period expanded greatly. The Spanish and 

Portuguese were some of the first European states to launch overseas voyages of exploration. One of 

the major factors  for Spain and Portugal’s leading position in overseas exploration was these 

countries’ acquisition and application of ancient Arabic knowledge  in math, astronomy, and 

geography. 

     The principal political actors throughout the Age of Exploration were Spain, Portugal, The 

Netherlands, England, and France. Certain European states, primarily Portugal and The Netherlands, 

were primarily interested in building empires based on global trade. Other European powers, Spain 

and England in particular, decided to conquer and colonize the new territories they discovered. This 

was particularly evident in North and South America, where these two powers built extensive political, 

religious, and social infrastructure. 

-Scientific and Cultural factors:  

The period of European exploration introduced the people of Europe to the existence of new cultures. 

Before the fifteenth century, Europeans had minimal knowledge of the people and places beyond the 

boundaries of Europe, particularly Africa and Asia. Before the discovery of the Americas, Europeans 

did not even know of its existence. Europeans believed that the world was much smaller than it was in 

reality. This led early explorers such as Columbus and Magellan to believe that finding new routes to 

the Far East would be much easier than it turned out to be.  By the sixteenth century, European maps 

started to expand their representations to include new geographic discoveries. However, due to the 



intense political rivalries during the period, European states guarded their geographic knowledge and 

findings from one another. 

     With the growth of the printing press during the sixteenth century, accounts of overseas travels, 

such as those of Marco Polo in the late thirteenth century, spread to a wider audience of European 

readers than had previously been possible. The Age of Exploration also coincided with the 

development of Humanism and a growing intellectual curiosity about the natural world. The  study of  

plants and animals led to a new age of scientific exploration and inquiry.  

-Religious Factors: 

The Crusades in the centuries preceding the Age of Exploration exposed Europeans to new places, 

people, and goods. It also reflected the obsessive nature of Christianity and foreshadowed the 

missionary work that would form a major part of all early global expeditions. Missionaries were 

frequently a part of the early expeditions of Spain with the aim of bringing Christianity to the native 

inhabitants. Europeans typically viewed native populations as barbarians who could only become 

civilized through the adoption of Christianity. 

Impacts of the Age of Exploration 

• Explorers learned more about areas such as Africa and the Americas and brought that 

knowledge back to Europe. 

• Massive wealth of European colonizers due to trade in goods, spices, and precious metals. 

• Methods of navigation and mapping improved. 

• New food, plants, and animals were exchanged between the colonies and Europe. 

• Indigenous people were decimated by Europeans, from a combined impact of disease, 

overwork, and massacres. 

• The workforce needed to support the massive plantations in the New World, led to the trade of 

enslaved people, which lasted for 300 years and had an enormous impact on Africa. 

• The impact persists to this day, with many of the world's former colonies still considered the 

"developing" world, while colonizers are the First World countries, holding a majority of the 

world's wealth and annual income. 

The Discovery of the New World  

    While the Portuguese were opening new sea routes along Africa, the Spanish   dreamed of finding 

new trade routes to the Far East. Christopher Columbus, an Italian working for the Spanish monarchy, 

made his first journey in 1492. Instead of reaching India, Columbus found the island of San Salvador 

in what is known today as the Bahamas. He also explored the island of Hispaniola, home of modern-
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day Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Columbus directed three more voyages to the Caribbean, 

exploring parts of Cuba and the Central American coast. The Portuguese also reached the New World 

when explorer Pedro Alvares Cabral explored Brazil.  

     Columbus' journeys opened the door for the Spanish conquest of the Americas. During the next 

century, men such as Hernan Cortes and Francisco Pizarro would decimate the Aztecs of Mexico, the 

Incas of Peru, and other indigenous peoples of the Americas. By the end of the Age of Exploration, 

Spain would rule from the Southwestern United States to the southernmost reaches of Chile and 

Argentina.  

Opening the Americas  

     Great Britain and France also looked for new trade routes and lands across the ocean. In 1497, John 

Cabot, an Italian explorer working for the English, reached what is believed to be the coast of 

Newfoundland. A number of French and English explorers followed, including Giovanni da 

Verrazano, who discovered the entrance to the Hudson River in 1524, and Henry Hudson, who 

mapped the island of Manhattan first in 1609.  

     Over the next decades, the French, Dutch, and British would all compete for dominance. England 

established the first permanent colony in North America at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607, and Holland 

established a trading outpost in present-day New York City in 1624.  

Other important voyages of exploration during this era included Ferdinand Magellan's attempted 

circumnavigation of the globe, the search for a trade route to Asia through the Northwest Passage, and 

Captain James Cook's voyages that allowed him to map various areas and travel as far as Alaska.  

The End of the Era:  

     The Age of Exploration ended in the early 17th century after technological advancements and 

increased knowledge of the world allowed Europeans to travel easily across the globe by sea. The 

creation of permanent settlements and colonies created a network of communication and trade, 

therefore ending the need to search for new routes.  

It is important to note that exploration did not cease entirely at this time. Eastern Australia was not 

officially claimed for Britain by Capt. James Cook until 1770, while much of the Arctic and Antarctic 

were not explored until the 20th century. Much of Africa also was unexplored by Westerners until the 

late 19th century and early 20th century.  
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