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nation.2 |

The land was composed of what the French called the
“dGermanien,” seversl hundred atates ¢f varyinz alzes that were
controlled by men of different ranks. This together with the
independence of ﬁuoh cities as Nuremburg, Frankfort, and Gol=-
ogne and the tiny possesaions of the knights form the ploture
of the dlsunified Germany present at the time when the Re-
formation began in this country.? In reality the title En-
peror of the Holy Roman Ewmpire had very little meaning, for
the emperor was only the nominal ruler of the empire. Under
the rule of Frederick III the Holy Roman Ewpirs had become a
laughing stock and its claim to supervise Christendom had been
entirely set aslde.u Actually the empire was in the cont rol
of certain ruling families who governed smaller sections of
the country, many of which were as 1argé as the united king-
doms of England and the Netherlands,

The emperor was at the meroy of the more powerful nobles
of the land who served as electors., Since the rulership of the
Holy Roman Empire was not hereditary these men met at the
death of an emperor in order to elect a new man tio £ill the

position., This placed the emperor to a ocertaln extent at the
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mercy of these seven men. The other nobles were also powerful
factors in the deolslions and actions of the emperor, for he
was dependent upon them for financlal support and for the re-
_ orultment of military forces,

The emperor was influenced to a great extent not only by
these men, but lie was &lsc under the influence. of the pope.
As the nominal ruler of all Chriatendom the emperor :ezas bound
by oath to protect the church, which meant the church ocon-
trolled by the papacy. It was still popularily believed that
the emperor held his position by divine right, and the pope
as Christ's vicar on earth alone had the right to place the
orown upon hls head. This seme condition was true also with
regard to all other rulers, and in this way the pope was sble
to control the actiong of the various rulers, including the
actions of the smperor, Before the coming of Charles V and the
esteblishment of his authority the emperor had had very little
powey of his own, being almost completely subject to ths two
forces of the nobles and the pavacy.

Ye mee therefore that the government of Germany presents
a very disunified picture at this time., The only groups of
people vho would have been able to unite the counﬁw- of Ger=
many were the nobles and the emperor.5 The nobles were the
princely rulers.of various sections of the country vho had re-
celved their power either by inheritance or by condquest. It
was in the hands of these nobles that the power of the country

sl.ind.ay, op. olt., P. 37




16
had been yradually concentrated over a period of years. In
order to unite the country a feeling of mutual confidence
would have had to be present between the nobles and the em=
peror, & thing vhich never occurred until the later rears of
the reign of Charles V.6 The two elemonts were opposed in
their theorles of government, the nobles demanding that the
government should consist of an oligarchy while the emperor
velieoved that it should be autocratic. Lindsay has an ace
curate description off the situation. He says,
The prindaa wore resolved to keen their independence,
and their plans for unlity always implied a governing
oligarchy with serious restraint placed upon the power
of the emperor; while the eulperors, wno would never
submit to be controlled by an oligarchy of German
princes, and who found that- they could not carry out
their schemes for an aut?cratic unity, were at least
able to wreck any other,
This vast ewmpire which was one in name was hopelessly divided
and the only two elements who could form en orgenized central
governmont were the elements wiiich prevented 1te® The el-
ectors who chose the enperor were selected from the families
of the nobles and so the election of an emperor was dependent
on them. When the emperor had been elected, howsver, he con=-
sidered himself as the autocrat to whose will these electors
and the othor nobles must submit themselves,

At the close of -the lilddle Ages the conditlon of the

61bid.
7Ibid,
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nodbles was bHecoming poorer all the time, The econcnic revo=
lution was %o their dlasdvantage from the very beginning while
at its inception 1% wea an 214 to some of the other soecilsl
clsages of CGermany,

Many of the nobles rented their land to the pescants for
long terms at fixed rates withont making provisions for any
chanze which micht erise in the coat of living. Consequently
vhen the orices rose at this time end thelr incone remained
atable they found themselves in financlal d1ffioulties.? In
order to alleviate this conditicn the nobles turned to the
coining of money to inorease their incomes, It was a right
vhich belonged %o them end they pusrded it jerlously. In many
ceses they resorted to the debasing of the metsl and the 13-
suing of new forma of money and in this way orofited greatly
fron the privilege which they hed. 1In the end, hovever, 1%
helped to bring sbont the downfall of this socisl group, for
the distress whioh thin practice brought sbout smong the
tradesnen end peasants caused nany of them to turn to the use
of voyal currency.l® In this way locsl circulation of money
was suppressed snd the nobles lost one of thelr moat profitable
privilemes, They fraduelly beceme impoverished and in an ef-
fort to keep up srmeeranced meny of them were foreed to sell
their righta to certsin proverties. The nobles deolined both

93ames ¥. Thompaoon, "An Egoncmic and Social History of
the ¥4ddle Ages,” The Century Hiatoricsl Series (New York:
The Century Co., 1928), ». 200,
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in number and influence, bhut many of the oldest feudalnfamillea
remained as a proud but poor aristocracy and a poverful factor
in the government of the lanﬁ.;l_ :

In addition to these nobles, who vere ssoular princes,
the land wae in centrol of a number of clergymen. In complete
egreement with the donble sword theory of the papsoy, these
bishops held both seculsr and eccoleslasticsl offices. In
addition Go thelr eacclessisnticel duties these clesrgymen cone-
%rolled large sections of land and were as powerful as any of
the secular princes, In the mejority of casea the territory
which they controlled was larger than that governed by the

seculsr princes,

The olergymen did not only rule over certsin sections of
the land, but a number of them were also influentisl in the
eleotion.of the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, servinz as
eleotors, Becsuse of the grest cost of assembling a_national
Diet in Germeny, some of the national sffairs hsd gradually
pasged into the handa of the men known ae eleators., They were
the milers of the mont oreminent aesotions of Garmany and alnce
1356 head been given certsin privileges by the Gelden Bull
whluﬁ.made them more veowerful then their fellow noble rulers,
One of these privileges was that of eleoting the emperor of
the Holy Roman Empire, The men tc whom this privilege wea given
were the Archbishops of Heinz, Colomne, and Trier, and the

ruiers of the Palatine, Brendenburg, and Sexony. The King of

Tiygid., p. 800,
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Bohemia was permpitted %o serve as the seventh elector when a {
new emperor was %o be chosen.l? Due to the presence of the ;
three erchbishops amond the electors, both the land and the
emperoxr were also in this way brought under the control of
the church.

A fourth group found throughout the land of Germeny was
the class of tlie knights., The knights formed the loweat clasa
of a gort of militery Mera:'-ohy gwhieh was present during the
Middle Ages, They were men, who, because of their military
service, had heen released from serfdom and had been given a
position of rank.n Germany was the only lend in which these
men vere not originelly of noble birth but had risen fronm
aerfdom.]-‘" Gradually they came te be considered smong the
nobility and aristocracy of the country and during the early
part of the Mliddle Ages, particularily during the age of the
crusades, were very prominent men. With the invention of gun-
powder and other methods of warfare, however, the situstion
became such that thelr services were no longer needed. Brass
. cannon &nd balls were alresdy being made in 1326, and by 1350
three CGerman towns were engaged in manufescturing gunpowder,
By 1500 it wae clear o everyone that the services of the

knights were no longer effective in the protection of castles

1210ra Acton, "The Renalssance,” The Gam‘br;dﬁ'_@_d_e_rn
Higtory (London: Cpmbridge University Preas, 1902), I, 291.

13mompson, op. cit., p. 708.
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because gunpowder had done away with armor, bows and arrows,
and spears and jevelins,l3

Unable to f£ind employment in their profession of waglng
war, these men gredually became impoverished and develoned

into & clgas wandering around the countryside dissatisfied

with the position which had now been asaigned to them. Having

been uged to livea of prestige they were unwilling to acoept
their present poaition in 1life or to turn to any other kind
of' work, The great economic changes which took place at this
time affeocted the knights as much as and perhaps more than
any other group. The small sections of land which they con-
trolled wers insufficlent to support them. In order to gain
2 livelihood by the only means which they knew, war, they
turned te the practice of highway robbery. Their hatred was
particularily shown to the merchaent class whom they held re-
sponsible for their lot in life.  Lindsay says,

Men like Ulrich von Hutten were prepared to Justify the’

;gbggdkn‘i;gg:sr:::::;eu‘:xg n;i.:{gcked the merchants, who,

s

In his book dealing with German society during this peried
Bax states that such men as Ulrich von Hutten and Franz von
Sickingen were the leaders in these highway robberies.l?

These knights were for the most part found in the Rhine
country and could not be controlled by the nobles of var-

158reasteg and Robinson, on. git., D. 551,

16Lg.ndaey, op. git., ». 89.

17g. Belfort Bax, Germsn Soclety at the Olose of the
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Joue territories, They claimed that they were not subject
to the nobles but owed their alleglance only to the em-
percr.la This meant that because of the disunity of the
country they were practically without control. They beceme
the greatest element of disorder within the country of Ger-
meny end their deeds were an expression of the unrest which
was to be found among the lower nobility.19 Being dissat-
iafied themselves they became lesders of the other dissatis-
fied elements in the country. When these men returned home
from their crusades snd their wars to their home territory
they became objects of admiration for their fellow townsmen
and countrymen who followed their leadership willingly. The
Tact that they were skilled in the waging of war was an ad-
ditionel faotor in their being chosen as leaders of the re-
volts. As to their importence Lindsay says, "It has scarcely
been sufficiently noted hov most of the leaders in the pleb-
ien risings were disbended landsknechts."20 In any other
country such a condition would not have been tolerated, but
in disunified Germany there waas no one who could force con-
trol upon the knights.

By far the most important and the largest portion of the
population of Germeny oconsisted of the peasant class., They
formed the basic element in Germen soclety. These peovnle had

185ohn Fulton, "The Rerormation" Ten Epochs of
Hiatory (New York: Ohsrles Soribner's Sons, 1902), IX, 2%,
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been &affected greatly by the change from German to Roman law

witn;n the country of Germany and thelr condition had un-

doergone many changes as a result of this. Before the intro-

duction of Roman law the peasants had boen living in what

might be described as rude plenty and were troubled only by

the verious exactions of labor by their lendlords.2l They

had been'living under a traditional law which was based on

the system of clans and in which there was a suprems leader

to whom the mombers of the clan looked for counsel and advice.

Before this timo,
e« « o law for the medieval man was the product of ox-
.perience and tradition. It was custom, the accrotion
of gonerations in the past and silently accepted by the
mon of tho present. Zven the prince could not con=-
travene this customary law. Customary law was the su-
prome law, and any modifiecation of It had to be accopted
by the governing class, by the major or senlor pars,
[%talics in the original.| The king himself was not
abovae the law, for he wasS of the noble class and con-
tributed to the law of his kind., He, too, was subject
to the customary law of the land. His authority was far
from that of being a dsspot. The maxim of St. Augustine
thet an unjust law was not law reenforced this doctrine
of "natural rights," which were distinguished from
positive law.a2

Under this system the peasants were entitled to certain pri-

vileges of which they were deprived with the introduction of

the Romen 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 cases this property also in-

211h1d., pe 93
220 hompson, ape cit., P. 706,
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cluded the pemsants, The traditional rights of hunting and
fishing and the use of communal land were denied to the pea-
sants and the land was considered the property of the ruler
to whom 211 living on the land owed their alleglance,. Under
this system nearly all privileges were denled to this social
group. Thelr life was no longer controlled by tradition but
by written laws and the nobles were repi-esentd by lawyers
who werée prepared to defend them on the basias of these laws,
The change imposed much hard‘am.p on the peasants and they
were reduced to a state of serfdom which had ended in nearly
all other countries.2) This condition creasted restlessness
among the peasants., They were unable to protect themselves
from the bends of soldiers, knights, and robbers who inhabe
ited the country and the fact that their noble was not sble
to provide this protection for i:hem in many cases oreated
graater_resentment.zu The greatest cause for the unrest,
hovever, was the resentment of the peasants to the change in
lav which was in_direct contradiotion to the old classical
Germen tradition,25

The conditions which the change to Roman law brought
about and to which the peasents protested are reflected in

the vsrious articles which were presented as a baasis for ne-

23Fulton, op. Sife, P. 19.
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gotiation with the noblea, In spesking of these demands of
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the peasants, Bax lists the following;

b a

1. The obligetion to hunt or fish for the lord was to
be abolished, and all gsme, likewise fishing, was to be
declered free,
2., They should no longer be commelled to heng bells on
their dogs' necks,
g. They should be free to csrry weapons,

e« They should not be liable to vunishment from hunts-
men and foreast rangers, 3
5. They should have neither to mow, reap, hew wood, nor
oarzg trussea of hay nor firewood for the use of the
oastle. »
6. They should no longer csrry dung for their lord.
7« They were to be free of the heavy market tolls snd
handicraft texes.
8. No one should be cast into the lord's dungeon or
othervise imprisoned who could pive gusrantee for his
gppearence at the judiecial bar.
9. They should no longer pay any tex, due or charge
whztsoever, the right to which had no%t been Judicially
egtablished, ' :
10. Ho tithe of growing corn should be exacted, nor any ‘
agriculturel corves, 3 i
11, Neither men nor woman should be any lonwer punished
for marrying without the permisslon of his or her lord,
%z;d The goods of sulcides should no longer revert to the
ord. -
13, The lord should no longer inherit where relations of
the deceased were still living.,
1%, £11 bailiff rights should be abolished.
15, He who had wine in his house should be at liberty to
serve it to whomaoever he pleased.
16, If a lord or his balliff arrested any one on account
of a transgression wvhich he was unable to prove with
good witneases, the asocused should be set at 1iberty.26
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Claims such as these were later condensed into the Tﬂﬁlve

Articles vhich were presented to Luther at the time of the

Peasants Revolt in 1525, Notable among these Twelve Articles

1s number nine which demands thet Juatice and rigﬁz be as of

0ld time.2? These protests show that, to say the least, the :

26g, Belfort Bax, The Peasants War in Germeny ;'52&_]-.;?'6
(London: &wan Bonnqnéo%%fh and 00., Lim., 1899), vp. M1=43,

27;9_’_-&-. Pe 776




