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na,10~.2 

'-'he land was c,ompoaed ot what the fitenoh aalled the 

1Geman1ea,• several hun4red states Qt T8J971ng a1zea that wre 

oontrolled by man ot different ranks. ~1a to.-ther 1fith the 

1ndepandenoe of suah c1t1ea aa RUNl!l'bm-Re. l'rankfo~t, an4 Col-. 
ogne and the" tiny posaesa1ona of the JcniRhta form the p1oture 

o'f the d1aun1tied Germany praaattt at the time when the Re­

formation began in this aountry.3 In reality the t1tle Em­

peror of the Holy Roman Empire had very little mean1M, tor 

tbe emperor vaa only the nomlnal l'lller of the empire. Under 

the rule of Preder1ok III the Holy Roman Empire bad beoome a 

laughing otook and. its ola1m to ~upe"1ae Ohriatendom had been 

entirel;/ set aside.4 ~tually the empire waa 1n the control 

of oerta1n ruling tam1lies who governed smaller seot1ona of 

the country, many of wh1oh were as iarge as the united k1ZW­

doma ot England and the Hetherlanda. 

'1'he emperor vaa at the mercy pt the more powerful nobles 

ot the land who aerv-ed as elaatora. Sine~ the rulerah1~ o~ the 

Holy Roman Empire was nol hereditary these men met at the 

death of. an emperor in orde.r to elaot a new m•n t.o tS.11 the 

paa1tS.on. !hi• 'Dlaced the emperor to a oertain extent at the 

.. 
lnomaa J«. .LtndaQ"·r ,A B1at9ff !2!:. ni. ·'8ror11at!on (Kev 

Yorks Charle~ sar!'bner a Sona, 2Jl,,; •. 
31amea B. Breuted and James B. Rob1naon, ffltl1p;a flt.. 

EM£ppean IJ1stop . (Boston; Ginn and Oonroan_y, 19 ),. P• 5'14■ 

4, .• w. Buaae11,. wt.091 9l9lht. Befieaz 1D. DI. . 
M144tJ KU (London1. rt Scot ox ~heciuae-;-l.ffl), 
P• 8 • 
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merest o.t these aaTen men. '1'he other nobles wen al!lo powerf'ul 

factors 1n the deoie1ona and aot1ona ot the e11Peror, tor lie 

was dependent upon them tor ttnano1a1 &upJ>Ort •nd tor the re­

oru1tment of m111tar, toro~•• 

The emperor was !.rd'luenoed to a great extent ~ot onl7_b7 

these men, but ~e was also under the 1ntluence. ot the pope. 

As the nominal ruler of all Ohr1stendom the emperor waa bound 

b3' oath to protect t~ ch\Jl'oh, wh1oh meant the church con­

trolled hy the papaoy. It was still popular1~1' be11aTed that 

the emperor held h1s position bt d1T1ne right, and ·the poJ>e 

a& Christ I B Ti car o~ eart,h al~ne had the right to place the 

crown upon h1s head. 'rhia_aame oond1t1on was tJ-ue also with 

regard to all other, rulers, and 1n this ft7 ~he pope wall able 

to oontrol the aot1ona.ot the various rulers, 1nolud1ng the 

actions of· the emperor. Before the oomitlR ot Charles V and the 

establishment of_.his authority the emperor had had Te'l!'T little 

power of hie own, being almost oompl,etely aubjeot to the two 

toroes ot the nobles and the papaoJ. 

We see therefore that the goyernm,.nt ot Germany preaenta 
'• 

ave~ dlaun1tled picture at th1a tl~e. 'the onl1 groups ot 

people ,,i,.o would have been able to ~1 te the country· of Ger­

man,f ~ere tlle nobles and the emperor.S De nobles v.ere tbe 

princely rulers. of vq1oua nect1o~a of the country ,mo :ti&d re-
. . . 

oeived their DOwer either by 1nher1tanoe or by oonctueat. !t .. 
1-:as in the hands of. these nobl~s that the power of the oountr, 



.. , 

had been ~&du.ally oonaentratod ova a p81'iod ot years. In 

order to unite the oountry a reeling ot mutual cont1dence 

would have had to be present between the nobles and the em­

pel'Or, a thinS vhioh never occurred until the later ~ears ot 

the r,ign of Charles v.6 ~ two elements were opposed in 

their theories of 5overnment• the nobles demanding that the 

government should consist of an oligarchy while the emper01' 

believed that it should be autocratic. Lindsay has an ac­

curate description of the situation■ _ He says, 

The princes were resolved to lceep their 111dependenca• 
and their plans tor unity always implied a governing · 
oligarchy with serious restraint placed upon the p0\781' 
ot the emp,rorJ while the emper9rs, who would never 
submit to be ·controlled by an oligai'chy of German 
prinoes, -and who round that•they cquld not carry out 
their eche•s ror an autgoratic unity, were at least 
able to \'Jrook any other.-, · 

Thia vast empire which was one in name was hopelessly divided 

and the onlY, two element.a who could rorm,·.an organized ·~antral 

government were the elements T1.1ich prev.ented it.8 The el­

ectors who Qhose the emperor were. selected from the families 

or the nobles and ao the election ot an emperor wu dependent 

on them. When the emperor had been elected,_ hO\Tevar, he con­

sidered himself as the autocrat to vhoae will these electors 

and the other nobles must submit themselves. 

At the close of-the Middle Ages the condition of the 
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noble11 was beaomtng poorel' all the time. !he eoonomtc NYO!­

lutlon was to their 41andventa;e fl'o~ tbe Vel"J beglnnln« Vb1le 

a,t lie 1ncept1on 1~ vaa an a14 to some of the other goo,1111 

clr. a aes of Germ.ra111. 

Many of' the noblea Nnted tbe•S.r led to tbe peeoantA fos-

1onp: tel'!!l9 at 1'1xe~ r aten w1 tho11t ma1c1n« prov1,1ono fos- an, 

ohan"8 whloh m1C?ht e~lae 1n the oosl ot ltvl,ftff. Consequently 

~hen the ~rtoea roae et thta time end· thelr 1ncome ra"fl\'na4 

atabla they found themaelves· ln f1nanc1A1 4ltf'1ou1ttea.9 In 

oraar to allnlate• thle oo~cu. t!on the nob1,e turned to the 

oo!nln!f or money to !noreaoe thetl' incomes. tt ,ma, :right 

vh!oh belonged to them and they R',lar-detl. 1t Jealoua11. In rwa,ny 

cases they :reaortecl to the debas1n~ ot the aetel and the la­

suing ot new tormA. ot money and in ihto way. profited peatly 

tror.1 the prlTS.lep w.h1oh they had.. In tbe end, however, lt 

helped to bring about the do11nfall ot thl a aocSal poup, tor 

the d1atrees whlah th1a praot!oe bJaought about enong the 

tradesmen end peasants oauned lllB.ftY ot them to tum to 'the use 

of J'Oyal cul'J'enoy.10 In th1a way local el~culation of money 

was auJ)J)l'ease4 and the noblen loat one or tbe1r moat prot!table 

prlv!legeo. '!'hey RZ9adus1,.y became 11!!J)Ove:r1ahec1 and 1n an et­

tort to keel) up apt,ee:ranae.a many of thel'l ti.-ere fol'ne4 to sell 

their r1(fflta to o.ert~!n ?)l'one1't1efl. 'l'he noble s 4eol"1ned both 

9Jamee w. '-'hotllt,oon, •An Epono~!o and Soe!sl Blato!'Y' of 
the Mldclle AR'f)a, • !rii!.. Cttni;u55 HtatO!'!QAl Ser\ea (Rev Yorkl 
The Century co., 1..->, l>• n. · 

10.D.1.a. •• · p. ?98. 
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S.n nuniber and 1ntluenoe,. 'bat ll8.ft1' of• the ol~est feudal t•'-llea 

remained as a proud bu' poor ,r!atooraey and a power-tul taotor 

!n the govez,rment -of the· 1ana.11 

ln addition 'to the.se nobles, "'1lo weft attoulp prS.noaa, 

the land va.m ln oontrol. of a naber or alerumen.; I!i COl!lplete 

agreement With the do12'ble avorct theory ot ~ papaq, theee 

blshopa bel4 both aaoulsi- nnd eoalee!ast!oa1 ofttoea •. In 

adu1,100 to their eoo1eaalaat1aal aut!es these cl&q)'J!len oon­

trollea lai-ge aetotiona ot lend. and were aa -pot:ertul. as. ~ of 

the geoular pr1noea. Ia the .maJorlty ot oases the tel'!'1to17 

which they oontr_olled was larpr than that ~med 'by the 

secular princes. 

~he oler(iYlllen d1d not only rule oftr certain aeotlona of 

the lanu, but a munber of tber.1 were also 1nnuen~1•1 in the 

eleotlont,ot. the ll!lperor ot the Ho11 Jloman F,mptre, aen1ng aa 

electors. Beoause of the fP."eat aosit of &!Ulmbl!.n(f a national . . 
D·let ln Gefflan,y-, . 8ome-'of the national etta1rs had p-a.~ue.117 

pa.aoed 1nto the hands ot-the mn known aa eleotoi-s. ifhey were 

the- rulers ot t~e fflODt prominent aeotlona, of Germany and a!nae 

1l56 had been gi'l8n oel'ta1n P.2'1T!.1epa by~•· hlcl.en B\111 

wh!oh made them more r,otre1t1hl than their tel101' noble ftl,era. 

On• of these p:r!Tlleps w~a tlwt ~f eleotiDR tbe e~peror ot 

tho Holy RQr.1an E'l!rp!re.. -nae ,..,n to whom tJi1a ])l"lTJle«e waa t'1ftn ' 

were the Az,obbS.ehops ot Me1nz, Oologne1 ~nd !Me~, ancl tbe 

rulers o~ the Petlat1ne, Brandenburg, anct Saxol'J1'• 'lbe Xtng ofi 



Bohem1a was pen1tte4 to. aer,-e as the ee-renth eleotor when a f 

new emperor vaa to, be ohoaen.12 Dile to the pi-eaenoe ot the { 

three arohb1ahopa a,1ond the aleotora, both the land and the 

emperor were also ln th1a way brought under the oontl'Ol of 

the ohuroh. 

A tourt~ group taun(l throughout the land ot Gena~ 'lfl1B 

the olass ot the knights. ,he knlghta toned the lowest olaaa 

of a sort of m111tary h1era~~ !hlch waa -pre~ent daring the 

Middle Ages. 'rhe7 were men, who, beoauae of their m111tay 

service, had beep released from serfdom and had been g1Ten a 

position of ran1c..13 Ge:rmany vaa the only land 1n vhloh theae 

men war, not orlglnally ot noble )l1'th but had rlaen .trom 

aerf'do1q.14 Gradually they oaJ!fe to be oonslderad ilmQng the 

nobility and arlatooaor of the ooun1;l'J ancl during the aarl:7 

part of the M14dle -~a,. par:tioul~rllJ.' during the age of the 

oruaades, were very prominent men. With the_1nnnt1on ot ~ 

powde~ and other-methods ot warfare, hove-re~, the a1tuetlon 

became suoh· that. their ae!'Tlaea were no longer n~eda4. Brasa 

. cannon and balls were alread7 being made ln 1326, and 'b7 1350 

three German toyna w,re engaged ln manuta~tur1ng gunpowder. 

BJ 1.500 lt vae olear to ev.er;rone that the aenteea ot tbe 

knights ~ere no longer etteot1ve 1n the proteotton of oastlea 

12Lord Aoton, •ne Renalaaanoe • • DI, Oambrlffl · Koalft · 
ftiatort· (London~ O~mbrl~e ,n1-reralt7 Presa, 190, I,91. 

13'.l'hompaon,. S• cit., l>• ?08. 

"nu. 
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because gunpowder had 4~ne &WaJ' with anaor, bo,..,a and arrows, 

and opears and Javelina.15 

Unable to tilld employment in their profession ot waging 

war, these men gradually became impoveriaheci and deveiope4 

into a alasa wandering arouna the oountryalde 41ssat1,ried 

with the position wh1oh bad now be~n aaa1gne4 to them. Having 

been usod to lives ot ~•atiRe they were unwilling ·to aoeept 

their present poaitlon in llfe or to turn to any other kind 

or wOl"k. !he great eoonom1c changes wh1oh took place at thla 

t1me atteoted t~e knights as muob aa -and 1)8rbapa more than 

any other group. !he small aeot1ona of l~ 11h1cb they con­

trolled were insut~to1ent to support them. In ol'Cle~ to gain 

a livelihood by the only means whloh they knew, war, the7 

turned to the practice ot highwq robber.r. '!heir hatred was 

p&rt1cular1ly shown to the mer~t olass whom_ they held re­

spona1ble tor their- lot ln lite. -L111daay aays, 

Men 11ke Ulrich von Hutten were prepared to Justify the' 
robber knights beoauae they atteoke4 the merohants, who, 
he sa1d1 were ru1n1ng Germany .10 · 

In h1s book dealing vltb German aoo1et7 ·aur1ng th1a per1o4 

Bax states that suoh men as Ul1'1oh von Rutten and Fl'apz Ton 

S1ck1ngen ~ere the leaders 1n these highway l'Obber1ea.1? 

!hese knights were tor the moat part tound 1n the RbS.ne 

oount17 and oould not be controlled by the nobles ot ~ 

lSareaate.d an~ RobJnao~, &•.All,.,~- 551. . . . 
16t,.ndaar, .sm,. JU.•, 'P• 89. . 

l?z. Belfort Ba:x:1 German Soo1ett A!, the 01.aae £.:!!!!: . 
Middle Ages (London; Swan Sonnenaahl1n and Co., 189~i, p. 9. 
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Jou• terrltorlea. !heJ olalmed that ther ware ~ot aubJeot 

to ,be nobles but owed their a1leglanoa only to the am­

percr.18 Th1a meant that bacauae ot the d1aunlty of tbe 

country they wre praotlaally without control. !hey beaee 

the greatest element of disorder w1th1n the country ot Oer­

ina,ft¥ and their deeds we~e an expreaalon ~t the unrest whS.oh 

was to be found among the lover nob111t,-.19 Being c11aaat-

1sfled themaelTea they beoam, 1eedera of t ·he other dlaaat1a­

f1ed elements 1n the country. 'tlhen these men returned home 

from their cnsadea a,nd their wars to their home territory 

they became obJecta of admiration for thelr fellow t~amen 

and countrymen who followed thelr leaderab1p w1111ngly. !he 

faot that they were akllle4 ln the ,raging of 1f8!' was an ad­

ditional faotor 1n their beinR ohoaen aa le~ders of the re­

Tolta. As to their lnrportanoe Lindsay aaya, 1It has aoaroel7 

been auttloientl1 n,ote4 how most ot the.leaders 1n the pleb­

ian rls1nga were d1abended landakneohta.•20 In any other 

country such a aondlt\on would not have been tolerated, but 

in d1aun1t1ed Germany there vaa no one who oould force con­

trol upon the knights. 

By ta.r the moat important and the largest portt9n ot Iba 

population ot Germany oonsiate4 of the peasant olaas. !'her 

formed the baa!~ element 1,n CJeman aoo1et7. 'l'heae people hacl 

·18.rohn Pullon, 1!he Retorm1111on • f•D §poohs 9.t Chur~ah 
Hlstorz: (He,. York: Oherlea Soribnerra ona, 1902), Ix,2r. 

19Ib1c1. 
2°t1ndaa7, .sm,. cit., P• 110. 
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been aff'octed greo.tly by the change from Gel'Dl8n to Bom~ law 

wit~n .the country or Gel'IDB.ny and their condition had un­

dergone numy changas as ~ result ot this. Before the intro­

duction of R~man law the paasants had. beau living in what 

m1Sht be described as rude plenty and were troubled only by 

tho various exactions of labor by their landlords.21 Thoy 

had been livi ng under a traditional law which was based on 

the system of' clans and in tih:lch there was a supreme loader 

to whom the members or the clan looked for counsel and a,dvice. 

Before this time, 

• •• law for the medieval man was tho product or ox-
_perience and tradition.. It was custom, the accrotion 
of gonorations in the past and silently accepted by the 
men of the present. Even the prince could not con­
travene this customary law. Customary lau was the su­
preme lnw, and any modification of it had to be accepted 

ff tho governing class, 1ll' the major or senior pars. 
Italics in the original!J The king h1rusel1' was not 

a ovo the law, tor he was of' the noble class and con­
tributed to tho law of his lcind. He, too, was subject 
to the customary law of' the land. His authority was tar 
from that of being a despot. The l'ilBXim of st. Augustine 
that an unjust law was not law reentorcad this doctrine 
of "natural rights," v1hich l7ere distinguished trom 
positive law.2a 

Under this system the peasants were entitled to certain pri­

vileges of which they were deprived with the introduction ot 

the Boman law. The idea of private property made all land 

the property of the noble with the right to. dispose of the 

property as ho wished. In some oases t his property also in• 

21Ibid., P• 93• 
22.rhompson, .22• ill•, P• 706. 
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aludeci the peaaanta. !he ,rad1t1onal r!ghta o't hunt1np: an4 

f1ah1ng and the uae ot oo'llffl1Ul81 land were denied to tbe pea­

sants and the land vaa oonaldered the -property of th, l'lllel' 

_to whom all llYlng on the la~d owed their a1leR1anoe • . '11ndel' 

th1a f!J'&tem nearly all pr1Y11egea were denied to this aoolal 

group. 'l'helr life waa no longer oontrolled by tradition but 

by written lava and the nobles were represented by lawyers. 

who were prepared to defend them on the basla ot these lan. 

!he ohange im,:,oaed mah h~l> on ~he peasants and they 

were reduced to a state of serfdom wbi"Oh had ended 1n nearly 

all other. oountrlea.23 !hls oond111on created reatlea1nesa 

among the peasants. fte1 nre unab~• to F,Oteot themaelfta 

trom the banda of soldiers, knlgh~s, and robbers who !.nhab­

lted the country and the taot that their noble was not able . 
to prOY14e th1a protection tor them 1n ••111' oases created . . 
greater_reaentm~nt.24 !he greatest oauae tor thit unre~t, 

however, was the re~entment ot the peasants to· the ohange ln 

law which waa in.direct aontra41ot1on to the old olaaa1oal 

German tradltion.25 

'J!he oondlt1ona wb1oh the change to Boman law brought 

about and to wh1c~ the peasants protested are reflected 1D 

the Yfrloua art1olea whloh were presented aa a baala for ne-

. . 
23ra1ton, 9.1.. J.U•, p. 19. 
24Ph111p Sohat.t,. BJatorr ot the ~2,atMii plmrph (Rew 

:York1 Ohal'lea 801'!.bner-• lona;-'lJ'ff), , 1 • 
25'1'bollpaon, &• .au,.,. P• 706. 
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gotlat1on vi~h the noblea. Jn apeak1ng of theae demanda of 

the peasants, Bax llats the fol.lo1'1nga 

1. The obl:1Rptlon to hunt OJ' i'1sh tor the lol'Cl waa to 
be abolished, and all Reme, 11kewlae f1ah1ng, was to be 
deolered bee. 
2. They should no longer be oompelled t9 hang bells on 
their dogs• neoka. • 
'3. !hey should be rre, to oany- weapona. 
4. !hey should not be 11able to punishment tro~ hunts-
men and forest rangers. · s. 'l'hey should have neither to mow, raap1 hew wood, nor 
oarry trusses of hay nor r1rawood tor the use of the "~~- . . 
6. !hey ahould no longer OU'J7 dung tor thelr lord. 
?. !hey were to be tree or the heaV7 market tolls amt 
hand1oratt taxes. 
8. No one should be cast into. the lord•·a dungeon or 
otherwise imprisoned who could glve gue.rantee tor hla 
appelU'enoe at the Jud1clal bar. 
9. 'l'hey ah9uld no longer pay any tax, .. due or oharge 
wh£tsoever, the right to which had not been Jud1c1ally 
est~bl1&had. · 
10. Mo tithe of' growing oom should be exacted, nor •111' 
agricultural corves. 
11. Neither man nor woman should be any lon,er punished 
for ~errylng without the perm1aalon of his or her lord. 
12. 'l'h~ goods ot au1cidaa should no lon~er J'evert to the 
lord. 
1,, 'lhe lord should no lon~er.inherlt wharf relat1ona of 
th, d~oeaaed were still liv-1ng. 
14,. All bailiff rights should be.abolished. 
lS, Re who had wlne in hia houae should be at llberty to 
serve 1t to whomaoevel' ha pleased. 
16. It a lord or hia ba111ft al'J'ested any one on aapount 
of a transgreaa1on which he was unable to 'Dl'OTe with 
good wltneaseB, the aoouaed ahould be set at liberty.26 

Claims suoh as these vel'e later condensed into the 'l'nlve 

Articles which were J)l'eAente4 to Luther at the time of the 

Peasants Revolt 1n 1525. Notable among these helve AJ'tlalea 

la number nine ~blah demands tbet justice and right be ~a of 

old t1me.2? fteae protests ahov that, to say the least, the 

26g. Belfort Bu:, -'Ill.. Peasants War l!1 Oermail.y llll,-142, 
· (London: swan Sonn~nsaiiiI"n and do., Ll"m., 1899), l'J>--:-i.i:.. 3. 

27 Ibld., P• ??. 


