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merohants who booame 1noreaa1ngly aat1ve atter the twelfth 

oent\12'y. Through them the demand tor goods was spread through 

western Europe. 'l'he first of this olass were perhaps Eastern 

merohants nho oame to Europe tor r aw materials and gave 1n 

exchange t he products or the East.27 Suoh men would go es­

peo1ally to the Itali n ports and those of southern Fr anoe • 

. Arter them oame European merohants who brousht a revival of 

oommeroe rnrther inland. The aotivities or these merahants 

also brought & greater aoqua1ntanoe with trade goods and an 

incre se in demand. In the course of time the sreat fairs nere 

established, usually by some prince or lord, where goods could 

be displ ayed to arouse the desires of the people of the region. 

One more feature ot the Middle Ages may be mentioned 

here--the oraft guilds wb1oh arose 1n the tweltth oentury. 

The goods nhioh were produoed by the members of these or­

ganiz tions with their stsndC:lrds of quality would naturally 

1norense demand. The lord ,mo saw their produots would no 

longer be satisfied with the products or the manor. (These 

guilds nere organizations or workers for protection and mutual 

help. Their various regulations governing tlle purchase of 

r aw material, the amount and quality of goods produoed by 

eaoh member, and the sale or goods u1thout undue oompetit1on, 

were intended to fulfill those a ims. Strictly speaking, they 

were not a oap1tal1stio form ot endeavor. Masters and workmen 

were members of the sa,ue guilds; and the master too, was a 

2?. Nussbaum, .21!.• J!ll•• P• 32. 



oraftsman, not the oapitalist who supplies material, money 

and plans.) 
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So muoh tor the rise and growth ot demand. That its 

sprea d was a slow proaess neeu hardly be a dded. But the 

seeds were sown in the twelfth oentury ; atter tha t t he growth 

was sure. 

i"he second oause which we have listed as necessary tor 

a reviva l and expansion ot trade is a source of supply. A(!Sln 

the Crusaaes were the first, and perhaps most important, single 

f actor. For t he Crusades aga in opened up the trade routes to 

t he East. As ne indioated i n the first chapter, one of the 

rea sons ror little trade in the first halt of the Ulddle 

Ases .1a s t he loss or the n edi terranean as a trade route for 

Europe . ' 1th t he Orusades that situation changed. "The one 

l asting and e s sential r esuJ.t of the Crusades was to give t he 

italian t owns , and in a less degree, those of Provence and 

Catalonia , the mastery of the Uediterranean. 1128 Venioe first 

established a foothold in t he Levant as the Saracens were 

driven baok , and it beoume possible to win oommeroial treaties. 

After Ven1oe 1 other Mediterranean seaports beoame aot1ve till 

the editerranenn was ag~ in e oommeroial route. Onoe the 

start had been made there was little retrogression, 1n spite 

of the f ailure or the last Crusades and the renewed conquests 

of the Mohammeuans. 'l'he latter had no flee ts and nere quite 

willing to see Italia ~ Dhips load with goods for the West in 

28. Pirenne, .2.2.• ill•• P• 33. 
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their ports . For the goods oam.e overland from f arther east, 

thus passine through the Moho.mm.eden ter1·1 tory • and pe.rmi tt1ng 

them also to share in the benet1ta of trade. Only a fter some 

oenturies did the 'l'urks beoame nn obstaole. 

'l'he E~st thus became the first source or supply for the 

goods furnished by• the new oammeroe. From the Levant Italian 

ships brought the gooas to European ports, of whioh the most 

in port nt \"las Venice. From there the goods moved inland. The 

source o f supply for eaoh looal1ty was the travelling merohant~ 

s tr3de i ncreased, the gr eat tairs developed, a t whic~ many 

of t hese merchants congregated. These fairs have no conneotion 

'l.'l i tll t he ear lier l ocal markets. Bather they were periodic meet­

ing l aces of professional merohants. The f a irs were usually 

est bl ished and. cont:ro.llecl by the terr1:tor1al prince or lord. 

I n time there oam.e speo1al l aws both for the aotivities of 

t he mercl1ants and t or their proteotion. .le have already 

mentioned t he divergence in the Church's teaching and practice 

a s r egar ds economic activities. This 1s 1llustra tea by the 

f a irs, where t here was often a suspension of the canonical 

prohibition of usury and the fixing ot a maximum r a te ot 

interest. 

While trade began with the importation of finished pro­

ducts f ro the Ea st and the exporta tion of the West•s r aw ma­

terials 1n exchange, that condit~on did not long continue. 

At a very early date the East was no longer the sole aouroe 

of supply f or manufactured goods. The r aw maferials--turs, 

lumber, minerals, eto.--were sold to western orattamen tor 
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manUf'aotur1ng purpoaea. The guilds :turn1shed the first mar­

ket for these r aw materials. Western artisans supplied the 

demands or the test for many artioles. When the guilds tel1 1 

they were supplanted by oapitalistio enterprises. 

Finall3 , 1n the last oentury ot the Middle Ages new 

souroes of supply were provided by the greot -voyages of ex-. 
plora tion and discovery. 1'lle Portuguese found new and better 

routes by wh1oh to t ap the riohes of the Orient. The disoove:ry 

or America opened up a whole new and extensive aouroe of sup­

ply. 

In fine, goods became available as trade routes were 

either reopened or discovered; secondly, as the increased 

tr de stimula t ed local manutaoture; finally by the diaoovery 

ot new sources ot raw materials. 

Both the demand tor goods and the supply of goods were 

by-products of historioal events ot whioh the ohier was the 

Crusades. The third t aotor, however, the man-power suppl.y1 

wa s at least in part a natural development, to which certain 

events gave an added impetus. 

The l a ter Middle Ages vere marked by a oont1nued 1nore se 

in popula tion. Besides this, there was a growing number of 

vasrants, tor rea sons we shall later present. At al11' rate, 

from the twelfth centu,ry on we find a large number of people 

who could not or would not longer be assimilated into the 

manorial system. As was already stated, customs suoh a s 

primogeniture arose in order to preserve ~e manors as l a rger 

units. The lords, on the other band, by various laws and 
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t axes sought to 4isoourage peasants from leaving the DlQDor 

on which t bey nere born. For that matter, the lower olasses 

Gt serfs nere bound to the land. But in time 1 t beoame 1m­

poss1 ble ror the manor to absorb the 1noreaa1ng p:,pulat1on , 

especially because of the somewha t inetfioient methods of the 

manor. Changes in agrioulture were 1ntroduoe4--1n Germany 

t he holdi ngs of the lesser nobility were slowly incorpora ted 

into t he possess ions of e smaller number of' 1ar g9 l anci.holders; 

there ,vas a more intense cultiva tion of l and; la\1s were made 

to i nore ae t he profits of the l andlords. In EnsJ.and and 

Spa in, - s the trade i n wool beoame more profitable, we find 

l ar ge-soal e sheep t e rming. But these developments woUld tend 

to decrease t he need tor peasants and the number which could 

be supplied by manors as in former times. some of these dis­

possessed found a pl ace in another type of agrioulture--tha t 

oarried on by t he reolaimins of' tile earlier wasteland. This 

l ast movement was begun by the Oisteroie n mo~s, who sought 

' out deserted l ands wanted by no one, and who made the l and 

fit f or oUltiva tion by 1nte~se efforts. 

But even at tha t there were large numbers of men availa­

ble t or the new trade; they became l aborers or craftsmen or 

sa ilor s, or, 1f more enterprising , n1erohants snd traders. 

Furthermore, the increase in trade ha stened the destruc­

tion of the manorial system. The lord who oould buy goods 

and luxuries a t f"flirs or from travellill{:; merohants would no 

lonser be satisfied with the inferior produots of' his own 

manor; he found it to his advantage to stop production of 

• 



those s oods on his manor. ADd the artisans ot the manor 

helped supply manpO\ver tor trade and oommerce. 

However, other events stimulated this somewhat natural 
' 

breek from feudalism and the manorial system. Here we must 

rerer agai n to the Crusades. ihe peasants who had served 

as common soldiers in those adventures were unwilling to 

return to their serfdom when they returned to their homes. 
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They gr avita ted to the towns where they coUld seek em~loyment 

wh1oh appealed to them. The various European ~,ars a fter the 

t \7elf'th century had the same gener l resUlt. The Blaok Dea th 

in the middle of the oentury oontinuad the destruction of 

teuda l1sm--1t destroyed the ev1denoes as to ~ho was tree and 

unfree; its oonoomitant confusion aided the escape of the 

serfs; and, by 1norens1ng the general demand tor l abor, it 

gave another blow to feudalism. As the use of money spread, 

there was a ohange in the feudal system as to the rela tion be­

tween lord and vassal or vill ein. Both parties often preferred 

money i n lieu of the duties or vassalage; and 1n time the serf 

oouJ.d buy bis freedom from serfdom • 

.Another element whioh resUlted from, and tended toward, 

the brealcdonn of feudalism wa s the rise of nationalism. nie 

horizontal cleavage of European sooiety was suooeedod by a 

vertical cleavage. i6any nobles did not return from the Cru­

sades; mu\y more were lost in olvil wars and foreign 'ffllrs. 

Centralized governments beean to appear whioh worked tor the 

oamplete removal of any rival power. J~ain, men beoame availa­

ble for trade sinoe freed of their i"eud&l bonds . AB centralized 
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governments arose, trade beoame more attraotlve, tor the me:r­

ahants and kings earJ.y became al.lies against the nobility. 

The k1Jlss furnished the protection and ordered sooiety whiob 

merohant s desirea. i'Jle merchants, on the other hand, increased 

the wealth of a J.and and its king; and kings aoknonledsed t hat 

f aot by speoial privileges for the merohants, as well as for 

the tonns nece s sary to trade. In these t wo ways the rise of 

nationalism. increased the auppl.y or men availabJ.e for trade and 

willing to enter trade. 

Still another f actor whioh we may mention in passing was 

t he Rena1ssanoe. A oharaoteristia of the Middle Ages was 

common effort. Men norked together to supply the aommon needs. 

The rebi r t h o~ lear ning brought a new spirit of individualism. 

Men became will i ng to risk the oompetition of trade. The l ast 

mediev l centur ies show the beginnings of a proletaria t; men 

no lonGer nant ed only to follow in the footsteps of their 

f a t hers . They sought the best wages (with the result tha t em­

ployers combined to keep wages low). 

But men were not only available tor trade and other oom.­

meroia l aotivities; t hey were also willing to engage in those 

activities. i'Jle sam.e oonditiona that made those activities 

possible made them appealing. 'Dlere was for the serf e ohanoe 

for freedom and an independent life. The new activities ot­

tered all men the opportunity for a more comfortable and more 

pleasant life. The profits of suooesstul. business ventures 

permitted the t aking part in the new learning whiob the Renais­

sance brought. And the profits were enormous. A sl1i pload of 
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BOOds brought f r om the liear East sold for many times 1ts oost. 

The products br ought tram the 01'1ent later by the Portueuese 

sold tor forty times tbe1r oost, 1n London or ~twerp. s1m1-
larJ.y, the manutooture ot goods was very profitable. The 

same applied to money lending5 "Interest was ordinarily 20 

to 25 percent, r arely a s low as ten. The oount ot Provenoe 

i n 1245 f or bade interest in exoess o~ 300 peroent. Freder1ok 

II i n 124~ pai d 173 peroent. Even the papaoy , with its s r eut 

financial system, pa id from 8 to 35 peroent. 1129 Under suoh 

conditions t r a de and oommeroe must neoeasar1ly have a grea ter 

appeal . The medieval a soetioimn oould not long remain 1n the 

field. 

The last prerequisite tor the revival of tra de is a 

syat emat1c means for oonduot1ng the exobanp or goods-•the 

pliysica1 ap.,.,a r a tus, a standard of values, and a system of 

accounting. These, too, were supplied after the t welfth 

oentury . 

The most important phys1oa l apparatus at first were the 

shi ps. The building of ships was not a new a rt, of oourse. 

Even durins t he feudal period grea t lords sometimes imposed 

on oert3 1n pea sants the duty or being professional boatmen. 

The Crusades also stimulated ship building. Grea t fleets were 

neoessary to trsnsport and supply the Crusaders. Venioe w ·s 

able to t ake the lead also in shipping beoause sheerly con­

trolled and occupied Dal.mat · on the eastern shore of the 

29. Nussbaum, ,sm • .9.!1•, P• 119. 
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Adriatio. The large oaJc forests ot that region provided the 

materials for building ships. During these last medieval 

oenturies various inventions, espeoial.ly the aampass, made of 

naviga tion a more dependable sa1enae. 

Generally s peaking, medieval trade depended on water 

transportation. Roads, suoh as there were, were in poor oon­

dition always, and a t times impassable. They were usually 

toll ro ds, and just as ordinariJ.y intested _by robbers. 

(After the 15th oentury , with the rise of oentralized govern-

ments, there ceine international trade treaties, i.e., agree­

ments between na tions to proteot one another's merohants :f'rom 

robbel'B•) 

But t he most important development in this con eation was 

t he \·lider use of money. 'l'here had always been some oiroulation 

of money . The monasteries also usuallY had their stores of 

preoious metnls, either in coin or in va rious vessels and orna­

ments. As tlle demand for goods increased, af'ter the Crusades 

and g1tb t he rise or the towns, the use or mone · naturall.y in­

creased. This development was 1ntluenoed by an 1noreased 

production of precious meta ls. During this period the German 

mines especially were discovered and worked. !l"he reverse is 

also true. Just as the beginning oap1tal1sm inoreased the 

need for, a nd use of, money , so that use o:f' money 1n turn 

helped to spread oapitaliam. For that matter, Smith makes the 

ohange f'rom a na tural- to a money-eoonomy the most general 

economic force of thls period.30 Uoney made possible the 

30. Smith , fteserved 1 ~ An .2! .!!!!, Reformation, P• 4. 



storing and aocumUla tion of wealth; it permitted loans and 

investments; by r a ising prioes1 it st1mu1ated manutaoture. 

Allot these conditions are evidently neoessery tor capital­

istio oommeroe.31 

At t his t ime began the practise ot money lending as an 

aid to t he oonduct of a venture • There 'had al\1ays been lend­

ing, and the Church, 1n s pite o:r i ta theoretical o_,posi tion, 

nas one of t he most 1mportant sources or oredit in the Middle 

ges. Carolingian legislation on lending dates baok to the 

ninth century . From tha t time on _popular proverbs and poems 

indica te both how widespread and how unpopUlar were the oney 

lenders . 3 2 \11th the revival of trade this oustam increased. 

Lords whose money 1noome was 1nsu:f'1"ioient borrowed money to 

purchase the goods supplied by tlie new trade. Kings who needed 

money i n their struggles toward a centralized government be­

came Olien t s of tlle money lenders. And the payment of interest 

on loans also began with the eleventh oentury. 'l'he interest 

was, firs t, some speo1a1 pr1vilege; later, a money payment. 

Sometimes, too, u kin5 or great lord simply demanded the money 

he needed and the wise money lender would not be too insistent 

on the repayment. Henry VIII, ror example, sometimes resorted 

to such means. In the fourteenth century a number of Florentine 

31. \' 1th the 13th oentur , began the attempts a t a stabi­
lized coinage. The movement sta rted in Venice, and the ooins 
of the north Ital1un oit1es served best as a standard. These 
a t tempts were hindered by pr1noes uho looked on the minting or 
money as their own preroga tive, and as a .source ot r Gvenue. 
The debasing of coinage is often found throughout the Middle 
ABes in the.va rious European countries. 

32 . Of'r. Nussbawn, .!!.2• S!!• 1 P• 118. 



banking-houses t ell, and there was a general depression, 

beoause Edward III or Engl.and did not repay large loans made 

there. At other times loans were made 1n oonneot1on with the 

oonditiona l transfer of property. In this manner the Fuggers 

of Augsburg acquired oontrol of qu1oks1lver mines in Spain 

from Charles v. 'l'he t o.:r:ming-out ot taxes was another method 

by which kings and lords repaid loans. The whole practice 

oontradicted t he teaohinas of' the Ohuroh; and there were many 

protests. But money lending was too neoessury, also tor ohuroh 

dignita ries, to be a ctively opposed on moral grounds. 

One final note--the development of a bookkeeping system 

in the f ourteent h century su >plied the l ast requisite f'or 

oapitulistio endeavor. The system was -invented in Italy and 

fro t here spread through Europe. Many of' the north European 

merchants and bankers went to Italy· to learn the nen system. 

It provided the method for aoourete aooounting nh1oh made a 

large-scale business venture efficient. 

Suoh in broad outline was the development of oapitalism 

in Europe. So many f .otors must be oonsidered tha t only a 

survey is here poss ible. The brief desor1ption or the later 

Middle. Ages presented 1i1 these first two ohapters shouJ.d, 

however, furnish a baokground tor the remainder ot our d1s­

oussion. 
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III. Capitalism and the Reformation 

In t his fin&l ol1apter we a ttempt to find the results 

of t he g rowt h of oapit· liam, whioh ~egan in t he t ~eltth oen­

tury, for the Reformation in the sixteenth. Two lines of 

inquiry present themoelvesi tirst, the etteot ot eoonomio 

oonditions on the Reforma tion; and oonversely, the Retomation•s 

oontribut1on to the further development of oapitalism. While 

both ot t hose points have already been mentioned, v,e hope 

here to give a more complete statement. 

It o n be s ... i d 1mr:,ediately tha t there was no fundamental 

ohan3e i n the position or the Roman ahuroh. There was only 

a progr e ssive moditioa t1on ot its teaoh1ngs to oonrorm to new 

oonditions. It did not bring the changes, but was foroed to 

aooep t them a s they i rose. But the RetorJlllltion brought a new 

approach . The relation between religion and oapite.liam was 

changed. Tha t change resulted in part :rrom the development 

or capitalism i t self, and in part from the new teachings. 

Each had s omething to offer the other. flhat the contribution 

or each wa s, and how extensive and important it was, is our 

subject in the following pages. 

~ •• The Value of the Eoonomio Conditions 
for the Reformation 

A te~ _reliminar y notes are agnin necessary in order 
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to furnish some idea of the European eoonomio pioture 1n the 

sixteenth century . The a dvanae ot oapitalism had been oon­

tinuous throughout the past tive oenturies, al~ng the lines 

indica ted 1n the last ohapter. While tha t advanoe was not 

uniform for all the oountries ot Europe, still au had b een 

touched by it. Starting in Italy, oapitalism had move north 

and we s t. Slowly it wns introduoed into a ll fields of 

eoonomic activity . As bankers gained oontrol ot other enter­

prises, e.g., mines, they introduoed oapitalistio praotioes 

there. 'l'he craft guilds tell--through over-regula tion, in­

err1c1ency and economic press ure--and were supplonteo by 

capi t a lists who furnished materials to craftsmen under their 

control a nd ma rketed the finished produot. This advance of 

capitalism , then, continued unabated till the olose ot the 

Mi ddle . Ages, with one exception. During the fourteenth oen­

tUl'y there was, not neoessari]Jr a retrogression, but aces­

sation i n the progr ess. That was due to a number of fuctors. 

Brief ly they .were: a grea t f amine lasting from 1315 to 1317. 

Soon otter came the Black Dea th, wh1oh, according to estimates 

carried oft one-third the popula tion of Europe during the 

years 1347 to 1350. Besides these, there were various c1vil 

struggles in Italy and Gemany; and England and France nere 

engaged i n the Hundred Years• War. But the rule for the last 

two medieval centuries was the rapid growth of grea t oommercia l 

companies.33 

33. Ctr. Pirenne, SU?.• ill•• P• 215ft. 
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At the very end of the M14dle Ages oome a ohange oi" great 

s1sn1f1oanoe. In the last deoades of the fifteenth oentury 

oocurred the disooveriea ot the Portuguese and Spanish. The 

former Diode their way around Afriou to the Orient. 'l'hat 

discovery brought the \'/est in 41reot oonneotion with the East. 

Moreover, it was important beoause ships were by f a r the 

most eff icient mode or transportation in tha t age. The 

Spanipr s , with G goal similar to the Portuguese, sa11e · 1n 

t h oppos1 t e direotion ar1d found the .New i7orld whioh became 

1noreas1ngJ.y i mportant as a source tor r aw materia l s and 

preo1ou me t als. 

'!'he r esult or these discoveries was to shift the oenters 

or tr de f rom the Mediterranean to the Atlantia seaports. The 

trade ~1th t he Levant died out, while the Lowlands and England 

began t heir rise to oommorc1al na tions of the first r ank. Thus 

the cent ers or the oommeroe whioh was to aid t he Refumation 

were brought closer, va111e the former centers which woUld have 

been under papal domination deolined. 

But the d1soover1es had another result--they produced a 

tremendous expansion 01' trade. Geman mercllants and b:..nkers, 

hitherto somewha t overshadowed, arose to heights unknown ear­

lier. The Fuggers, Welsers and others grew till their enter­

prises cover ed Europe and went even beyond Europe. The Fug­

gers controlled Spanish quicksilver mines , mines 1n the !l'yrol 

and HUJlSar y , and even engaged slightly in foreign tr de, 

thougb r a ther unsuocesstUlJ.y. The 7eleers, also of' Augsburg , 

financed ventures· to the East Indies and controlled mines 



even 1n Venezuela .34 

With that lnorease of oammeroe oame an lnoreoae 1n per­

sonal wealth , grea t 1n oomparlson to what had gone before 

even lf not so overwhelming to modern minds. France's richest 

man in the sixteenth oentury was one Jacques Coeur, who 1n 

1503 had a oapital ot 5,400,000. The total wealth ot the 

luggers 1n 1550 is estimated at ea2,000 1 000 though the oapltal 

of their bank was never near that figure. Those figures have 

more meaning when we look at the averuge annual profits ot 

some of these ooncerns. The ··telsers1 tor example, averaged 

a prof it ot 9~ during the years 1502 to 1517. During the last 

sixteen years (1511 to 1527) ot Jaoob Fugger's lire that firm. 

averaged a profit of 54.5%.35 

7e should think, then, of the sixteenth oentury as a 

period of f arflung trade, of grea t tinanoiers and large firms, 

of men who oontrolled great wealth. That was one r esUl.t of 

the developments desoribeu in the previous ohapter. But there 

were others. That same prooess of' development proved an ally 

for the Ref ormation--both in a negative and positive sense. 

It 1s that espeot wh1oh interests us in the first halt of this 

chapter. 

The rise ot oapitalism. brought with it a rise of social 

unrest and disoontent. Oapitallam had seemed the solution 

for problems which the medieval system oould not solve. But 

the solving of those problems led ODl.Y to -the rise ot new 

34. Ofr. Tawney, .QR.. .211 • 1 p. 79 • 
35. Sm1 th, .9.E.• ~• P• 460ft. 520 


