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The Virgin of Guadalupe: According to Mexican tradition, a dark-skinned Virgin Mary appeared to an indigenous 
peasant named Juan Diego in 1531, an apparition reflected in this Mexican painting from 1720. Belief in the Virgin of 
Guadalupe represented the incorporation of Catholicism into the emerging culture and identity of Mexico. (The Art 

Archive at Art Resource, NY)
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Nigerian pastor Daniel Ajayi-Adeniran is a missionary to the United 
States, with his mission field in the Bronx. The church he represents, 
the Redeemed Christian Church of God, began in Nigeria in 1952. 
It has acquired millions of members in Nigeria and boasts a mission-
ary network with a presence in 100 countries. According to its leader, 
the church was “made in heaven, assembled in Nigeria, exported to 
the world.” And the Redeemed Church of God is not alone. As secu-
larism and materialism born of the Scientific Revolution and mod-
ern life have eroded religious faith in the West, many believers in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America have felt called to reinvigorate a declining 
Christianity in Europe and North America. In a remarkable reversal 
of an earlier pattern, they now seek to “reevangelize” the West, from 
which they originally received the faith. After all, more than 60 per-
cent of the world’s professing Christians now live outside Europe and 
North America, and, within the United States, one in six Catholic 
diocesan priests and one in three seminary students are foreign-born. 
For example, hundreds of Filipino priests, nuns, and lay workers now 
serve churches in the West. “We couldn’t just throw up our hands 
and see these churches turned into nightclubs or mosques,” declared 
Tokunboh Adeyemo, another Nigerian church leader seeking to 
minister to an “increasingly godless West.”1

the early modern era of world history gave birth to two inter-
secting cultural trends that continue to play out in the twenty-first 
century. The first was the spread of Christianity to Asians, Africans, 
and Native Americans, some of whom now seem to be returning the 
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favor. The second lay in the emergence of a modern scientific outlook, which sharply 
challenged Western Christianity even as it too acquired a global presence.

And so, alongside new empires and new patterns of commerce, the early modern 
centuries also witnessed novel cultural transformations that likewise connected dis-
tant peoples. Riding the currents of European empire building and commercial ex-
pansion, Christianity was established solidly in the Americas and the Philippines; far 
more modestly in Siberia, China, Japan, and India; and hardly at all within the vast 
and still growing domains of Islam. A cultural tradition largely limited to Europe in 
1500 now became a genuine world religion, spawning a multitude of cultural encoun-
ters. While this ancient faith was spreading, a new understanding of the universe and 
a new approach to knowledge were taking shape among European thinkers of the 
Scientific Revolution, giving rise to another kind of cultural encounter — that be-
tween science and religion. Science was a new and competing worldview, and for 
some it became almost a new religion. In time, it grew into a defining feature of glo-
bal modernity, achieving a worldwide acceptance that exceeded that of Christianity 
or any other religious tradition.

Although Europeans were central players in the globalization of Christianity and 
the emergence of modern science, they did not act alone in the cultural transforma-
tions of the early modern era. Asian, African, and Native American peoples largely 
determined how Christianity would be accepted, rejected, or transformed as it entered 
new cultural environments. Science emerged within an international and not simply 
a European context, and it met varying receptions in different parts of the world. Islam 

continued a long pattern of religious expansion and renewal, 
even as Christianity began to compete with it as a world reli-
gion. Buddhism maintained its hold in much of East Asia, as did 
Hinduism in South Asia and numerous smaller-scale religious 
traditions in Africa. And Europeans themselves were certainly 
affected by the many “new worlds” that they now encountered. 
The cultural interactions of the early modern era, in short, did 
not take place on a one-way street.

The Globalization of Christianity
Despite its Middle Eastern origins and its earlier presence in many parts of the Afro-
Asian world, Christianity was largely limited to Europe at the beginning of the early 
modern era. In 1500, the world of Christendom stretched from Spain and England 
in the west to Russia in the east, with small and beleaguered communities of various 
kinds in Egypt, Ethiopia, southern India, and Central Asia. Internally, Christianity was 
seriously divided between the Roman Catholics of Western and Central Europe and 
the Eastern Orthodox of Eastern Europe and Russia. Externally, it was very much on 
the defensive against an expansive Islam. Muslims had ousted Christian Crusaders from 
their toeholds in the Holy Land by 1300, and with the Ottoman seizure of Constan-
tinople in 1453, they had captured the prestigious capital of Eastern Orthodoxy. The 

SEEKING THE MAIN POINT

To what extent did the cultural changes of 
the early modern world derive from cross-
cultural interaction? And to what extent did 
they grow from within particular societies or 
civilizations?
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Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1529 marked a Muslim advance into the heart of Central 
Europe. Except in Spain and Sicily, which had recently been reclaimed for Christen-
dom after centuries of Muslim rule, the future, it must have seemed, lay with Islam 
rather than Christianity.

Western Christendom Fragmented:  
The Protestant Reformation
As if these were not troubles enough, in the early sixteenth century the Protestant 
Reformation shattered the unity of Roman Catholic Christianity, which for the 
previous 1,000 years had provided the cultural and organizational foundation of West-
ern European civilization. The Reformation began in 1517 when a German priest, 
Martin Luther (1483–1546), publicly invited debate about various abuses within the 
Roman Catholic Church by issuing a document, known as the Ninety-five Theses, 
allegedly nailing it to the door of a church in Wittenberg. In itself, this was nothing 
new, for many people were critical of the luxurious life of the popes, the corruption 
and immorality of some clergy, the Church’s selling of indulgences (said to remove the 
penalties for sin), and other aspects of church life and practice.

■ Change
In what ways did the Prot-
estant Reformation trans-
form European society, 
culture, and politics?

A Map of Time
 1453 Ottoman conquest of Constantinople

 1469–1539 Life of Guru Nanak; beginning of Sikh tradition

 1472–1529 Life of Wang Yangmin in China

 1498–1547 Life of Mirabai, bhakti poet of India

 1517 Luther’s 95 Theses; beginning of Protestant Reformation

 1543 Publication of Copernicus’s master work about a sun-centered universe

 1545–1563 Council of Trent

 1560s Taki Onqoy movement in Peru

 1582–1610 Matteo Ricci in China

 1593 Edict of Nantes proclaiming religious toleration in France

 Early 1600s European missionaries expelled from Japan

 1618–1648 Thirty Years’ War in Europe

 1642–1727 Life of Isaac Newton; culmination of European Scientific Revolution

 1700s European Enlightenment

 1721 Christian missionary preaching banned in China

 1740–1818 Wahhabi movement of Islamic reform in Arabia
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What made Luther’s protest poten-
tially revolutionary, however, was its theo-
logical basis. A troubled and brooding 
man anxious about his relationship with 
God, Luther recently had come to a new 
understanding of salvation, which held 
that it came through faith alone. Neither 
the good works of the sinner nor the sac-
raments of the Church had any bearing 
on the eternal destiny of the soul, for 
faith was a free gift of God, graciously 
granted to his needy and undeserving 
people. To Luther, the source of these 
beliefs, and of religious authority in gen-
eral, was not the teaching of the Church, 
but the Bible alone, interpreted accord-
ing to the individual’s conscience. (See 

Document 15.1, pp. 753–55, for more of Luther’s thinking.) All of this challenged the 
authority of the Church and called into question the special position of the clerical 
hierarchy and of the pope in particular. In sixteenth-century Europe, this was the 
stuff of revolution.

Contrary to Luther’s original intentions, his ideas provoked a massive schism within 
the world of Catholic Christendom, for they came to express a variety of political, 
economic, and social tensions as well as religious differences. Some kings and princes, 
many of whom had long disputed the political authority of the pope, found in these 
ideas a justification for their own independence and an opportunity to gain the lands 
and taxes previously held by the Church. In the Protestant idea that all vocations were 
of equal merit, middle-class urban dwellers found a new religious legitimacy for their 
growing role in society, since the Roman Catholic Church was associated in their 
eyes with the rural and feudal world of aristocratic privilege. For common people, 
who were offended by the corruption and luxurious living of some bishops, abbots, 
and popes, the new religious ideas served to express their opposition to the entire 
social order, particularly in a series of German peasant revolts in the 1520s. (See Visual 
Sources 15.1 and 15.2, pp. 764 and 765, for contrasting images of Protestant and 
Catholic churches.)

Although large numbers of women were attracted to Protestantism, Reformation 
teachings and practices did not offer them a substantially greater role in the church 
or society. In Protestant-dominated areas, the veneration of Mary and female saints 
ended, leaving the male Christ figure as the sole object of worship. Protestant opposi-
tion to celibacy and monastic life closed the convents, which had offered some women 
an alternative to marriage. Nor were Protestants (except the Quakers) any more will-
ing than Catholics to offer women an official role within their churches. The impor-
tance that Protestants gave to reading the Bible for oneself stimulated education and 
literacy for women, but given the emphasis on women as wives and mothers subject 

The Protestant Reformation
This sixteenth-century 
 painting by the well-known 
German artist Lucas Cranach 
the Elder shows Martin Luther 
and his supporters using a 
giant quill to write their 
 demands for religious reform 
on a church door. It memorial-
izes the posting of the 
Ninety-five Theses in 1517, 
which launched the Protes-
tant Reformation. (Courtesy, Dr. 
Henning Schleifenbaum, Siegen, 
Germany)
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to male supervision, they had little opportunity to use that education outside of the 
family.

Reformation thinking spread quickly both within and beyond Germany, thanks 
in large measure to the recent invention of the printing press. Luther’s many pam-
phlets and his translation of the New Testament into German were soon widely avail-
able. “God has appointed the [printing] Press to preach, whose voice the pope is never 
able to stop,” declared one Reformation leader.2 As the movement spread to France, 
Switzerland, England, and elsewhere, it also splintered, amoeba-like, into a variety of 
competing Protestant churches — Lutheran, Calvinist, Anglican, Quaker, Anabaptist —  
many of which subsequently subdivided, producing a bewildering array of Protestant 
denominations. Each was distinctive, but none gave allegiance to Rome or the pope.

Thus to the divided societies and the fractured political system of Europe was now 
added the potent brew of religious difference, operating both within and between 
states (see Map 15.1). For more than thirty years (1562–1598), French society was torn 
by violence between Catholics and the Protestant minority known as Huguenots 
(HYOO-guh-naht). On a single day, August 24, 1572, Catholic mobs in Paris mas-
sacred some 3,000 Huguenots, and thousands more perished in provincial towns in 
the weeks that followed. Finally, a war-weary monarch, Henry IV, issued the Edict of 
Nantes (nahnt) (1598), which granted a substantial measure of religious toleration to 
French Protestants, though with the intention that they would soon return to the 
Catholic Church. The culmination of European religious conflict took shape in the 
Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), a Catholic–Protestant struggle that began in the Holy 
Roman Empire but eventually engulfed most of Europe. It was a horrendously de-
structive war, during which, scholars estimate, between 15 and 30 percent of the Ger-
man population perished from violence, famine, or disease. Finally, the Peace of West-
phalia (1648) brought the conflict to an end, with some reshuffling of boundaries and 
an agreement that each state was sovereign, authorized to control religious affairs 
within its own territory. Whatever religious unity Catholic Europe had once enjoyed 
was now permanently splintered.

The Protestant breakaway, combined with reformist tendencies within the Catho-
lic Church itself, provoked a Catholic or Counter-Reformation. In the Council of 
Trent (1545–1563), Catholics clarified and reaffirmed their unique doctrines and prac-
tices, such as the authority of the pope, priestly celibacy, the veneration of saints and 
relics, and the importance of church tradition and good works, all of which Protes-
tants had rejected. Moreover, they set about correcting the abuses and corruption that 
had stimulated the Protestant movement by placing a new emphasis on the education 
of priests and their supervision by bishops. A crackdown on dissidents included the 
censorship of books, fines, exile, penitence, and occasionally the burning of heretics. 
Renewed attention was given to individual spirituality and personal piety. New re-
ligious orders, such as the Society of Jesus ( Jesuits), provided a dedicated brother-
hood of priests committed to the renewal of the Catholic Church and its extension 
abroad.

Although the Reformation was profoundly religious, it encouraged a skeptical at-
titude toward authority and tradition, for it had, after all, successfully challenged the 
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immense prestige and power of the pope and the established Church. Protestant re-
formers fostered religious individualism as people were now encouraged to read and 
interpret the scriptures for themselves and to seek salvation without the mediation 
of the Church. In the centuries that followed, some people turned that skepticism 
and the habit of thinking independently against all conventional religion. Thus the 
Protestant Reformation opened some space for new directions in European intellec-
tual life.

Map 15.1 Reformation 
Europe in the Sixteenth 
Century
The rise of Protestantism 
added yet another set of 
 religious divisions, both 
within and between states, 
to the world of Christendom, 
which was already sharply 
divided between the Roman 
Catholic Church and the 
Eastern Orthodox Church.
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In short, it was a more highly fragmented but also a renewed and revitalized Chris-
tianity that established itself around the world in the several centuries after 1500.

Christianity Outward Bound
Christianity motivated European political and economic expansion and also benefited 
from it. The resolutely Catholic Spanish and Portuguese both viewed their move-
ment overseas as a continuation of a long crusading tradition, which only recently 
had completed the liberation of their countries from Muslim control. When Vasco 

■ Connection
How was European impe-
rial expansion related to 
the spread of Christianity?
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da Gama’s small fleet landed in India in 1498, local authorities understandably asked, 
“What brought you hither?” The reply: they had come “in search of Christians and of 
spices.”3 Likewise, Columbus, upon arriving in the Americas, expressed the no doubt 
sincere hope that the people “might become Christians,” even as he promised his 
Spanish patrons an abundant harvest of gold, spice, cotton, aloe wood, and slaves.4 
Neither man sensed any contradiction or hypocrisy in this blending of religious and 
material concerns.

If religion drove and justified European ventures abroad, it is difficult to imagine 
the globalization of Christianity (see Map 15.2) without the support of empire. Co-

Map 15.2 
The Globalization 
of Christianity
The growing Christian 
 presence in Asia, Africa, 
and  especially the Americas, 
combined with older centers 
of that faith, gave the religion 
of Jesus a global dimension 
during the early modern era.
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lonial settlers and traders, of course, brought their faith with them and sought to rep-
licate it in their newly conquered homelands. New England Puritans, for example, 
planted a distinctive Protestant version of Christianity in North America, with an em-
phasis on education, moral purity, personal conversion, civic responsibility, and little 
tolerance for competing expressions of the faith. They did not show much interest 
in converting native peoples but sought rather to push them out of their ancestral ter-
ritories. It was missionaries, mostly Catholic, who actively spread the Christian mes-
sage beyond European communities. Organized in missionary orders such as the Do-
minicans, Franciscans, and Jesuits, Portuguese missionaries took the lead in Africa and 

PHILIPPINES
(Spanish Catholic)

RUSSIAN EMPIRE
(Russian Orthodox) SIBERIA

(Russian
Orthodox)

ARMENIA
(Armenian
Orthodox)

EGYPT
(Minority

Coptic)

ETHIOPIA
(Ethiopian
Orthodox)

KONGO
(Court-adopted
Catholic)

JAPAN
(Christian Century,

Catholic, 1549–1650)

DUTCH
SOUTH AFRICA

(Protestant)

SOUTH INDIA
(St. Thomas
Christians)

MUGHAL EMPIRE
(Minor Catholic

presence)

QING EMPIRE
(Minor Catholic

presence)

P A C I F I C
O C E A N

I N D I A N
O C E A N



728 part 4 / the early modern world, 1450–1750

Asia, while Spanish and French missionaries were most prominent in the Americas. 
Missionaries of the Russian Orthodox Church likewise accompanied the expansion of 
the Russian Empire across Siberia, where priests and monks ministered to Russian 
settlers and trappers, who often donated their first sable furs to a church or monastery.

Missionaries had their greatest success in Spanish America and in the Philippines, 
areas that shared two critical elements beyond their colonization by Spain. Most im-
portant, perhaps, was an overwhelming European presence, experienced variously as 
military conquest, colonial settlement, missionary activity, forced labor, social disrup-
tion, and disease. Surely it must have seemed as if the old gods had been bested and 
that any possible future lay with the powerful religion of the European invaders. A 
second common factor was the absence of a literate world religion in these two re-
gions. Throughout the modern era, peoples solidly rooted in Confucian, Buddhist, 
Hindu, or Islamic traditions proved far more resistant to the Christian message than 
those who practiced more localized, small-scale, orally based religions.

Conversion and Adaptation in Spanish America
Spanish America and China illustrate the difference between those societies in which 
Christianity became widely practiced and those that largely rejected it. Both cases, 
however, represent major cultural encounters of a kind that was becoming more 
frequent as European expansion brought the Christian faith to distant peoples with 
very different cultural traditions.

The decisive conquest of the Aztec and Inca empires and all that followed from 
it — disease, population collapse, loss of land to Europeans, forced labor, resettlement 
into more compact villages — created a setting in which the religion of the victors 
took hold in Spanish American colonies. Europeans saw their political and military 
success as a demonstration of the power of the Christian God. Native American 
peoples generally agreed, and by 1700 or earlier the vast majority had been baptized 
and saw themselves in some respects as Christians. After all, other conquerors such as 
the Aztecs and the Incas had always imposed their gods in some fashion on defeated 
peoples. It made sense, both practically and spiritually, to affiliate with the Europeans’ 
God, saints, rites, and rituals. Many millions accepted baptism, contributed to the 
construction of village churches, attended services, and embraced images of saints. 
Despite the prominence of the Virgin Mary as a religious figure across Latin America, 
the cost of conversion was high, especially for women. Many women, who had long 
served as priests, shamans, or ritual specialists, had no corresponding role in a Catho-
lic church, led by an all-male clergy. And, with a few exceptions, convent life, which 
had provided some outlet for female authority and education in Catholic Europe, 
was reserved largely for Spanish women in the Americas. (See the Portrait of Úrsula 
de Jesús, pp. 730–31, for an example of an exception.)

Earlier conquerors had made no attempt to eradicate local deities and religious 
practices. The flexibility and inclusiveness of Mesoamerican and Andean religions had 
made it possible for subject people to accommodate the gods of their new rulers while 

■ Connection
In what ways was Euro-
pean Christianity assimi-
lated into the Native 
American cultures of 
Spanish America?
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maintaining their own traditions. But Europeans were different. They claimed an ex-
clusive religious truth and sought the utter destruction of local gods and everything 
associated with them. Operating within a Spanish colonial regime that actively en-
couraged conversion, missionaries often proceeded by persuasion and patient teach-
ing. At times, though, their frustration with the persistence of “idolatry, superstition, 
and error” boiled over into violent campaigns designed to uproot old religions once 
and for all. In 1535, the bishop of Mexico proudly claimed that he had destroyed 500 
pagan shrines and 20,000 idols. During the seventeenth and early eighteenth cen-
turies, church authorities in the Andean region periodically launched movements 
of “extirpation,” designed to fatally undermine native religion. They destroyed reli-
gious images and ritual objects, publicly urinated on native “idols,” desecrated the 
remains of ancestors, flogged “idolaters,” and held religious trials and “processions of 
shame” aimed at humiliating offenders.5

It is hardly surprising that such aggressive action generated resistance. Writing 
around 1600, the native Peruvian nobleman Guaman Poma de Ayala commented on 
the posture of native women toward Christianity: “They do not confess; they do not 
attend catechism classes . . . nor do they go to mass. . . . And resuming their ancient 
customs and idolatry, they do not want to serve God or the crown.”6 Occasionally, 
overt resistance erupted. One such example was the religious revivalist movement 

Andean Christianity
In 1753 Marcos Zapata, a  native Peruvian artist trained in European techniques, painted this rendering of 
 Jesus’ Last Supper with his disciples, which included a number of Andean elements. The central dish on the 
table was a roasted guinea pig, a traditional sacrificial animal, while a variety of colored potatoes and a 
 local fermented corn drink called chichi were also part of the meal. At the bottom right, looking away from 
Jesus while grasping a money bag, is the figure of Judas, painted, some say, to resemble Francisco Pizzaro, 
the Spanish conqueror of the Inca Empire. (South American Pictures)
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in central Peru in the 1560s, known as Taki Onqoy (dancing sickness). Possessed by the 
spirits of local gods, or huacas, traveling dancers and teachers predicted that an alli-
ance of Andean deities would soon overcome the Christian God, inflict the intruding 
Europeans with the same diseases that they had brought to the Americas, and re-
store the world of the Andes to an imagined earlier harmony. They called on native 
peoples to cut off all contact with the Spanish, to reject Christian worship, and to 
return to traditional practices. “The world has turned about,” one member declared, 
“and this time God and the Spaniards [will be] defeated and all the Spaniards killed 
and their cities drowned; and the sea will rise and overwhelm them, so that there 
will remain no memory of them.”8

More common than such frontal attacks on Christianity, which colonial authori-
ties quickly smashed, were efforts at blending two religious traditions, reinterpreting 
Christian practices within an Andean framework, and incorporating local elements 
into an emerging Andean Christianity. Even female dancers in the Taki Onqoy move-

Úrsula de Jesús, An Afro-Peruvian Slave  
and Christian Visionary

PORTRAIT

Úrsula de Jesús was born in the 
prosperous Spanish colonial 

city of Lima, Peru, in 1606, the 
daughter of slave mother. Thus she 
entered life at the lowest rung of 
Spanish colonial society. But among 
enslaved people, Úrsula was fortu-
nate. Her mother’s owner was a 
wealthy aristocratic woman, and at 
age eight, Úrsula was sent to live in 
the home of another elite woman 
with a reputation for piety and 
 religious visions. Five years later, 
Úrsula accompanied a third 
woman into the Convent of Santa 
Clara, where she spent the rest of 
her life. There Úrsula found a 
place for herself in the world of 
colonial Peru and Latin American 
Christianity — but not easily or 
immediately.7

For the next quarter of a century, Úrsula was one of 
more than a hundred slaves in the convent, where she 
 attended to the personal needs of her mistress and partici-
pated in communal labor — cooking, cleaning, and attend-
ing the sick. In the convent, as in the larger society, Úrsula 

was at the bottom of the social 
ladder as nuns, novices, and doñadas 
(religious laywomen) all enjoyed a 
higher status. But the wealth of 
her mistress or perhaps her own 
day labor allowed her to dress well 
and to elevate herself above com-
mon slaves. She later noted that she 
went about “beautifully adorned 
from head to toe. . . . I used to wear 
fancy clothes and parade about the 
choir.”

The year 1642 marked a dra-
matic turning point in Úrsula’s 
life, when she almost fell into a 
deep well. Crediting her deliver-
ance from certain death to the 
Virgin of Carmen, Úrsula turned 
decisively away from her earlier 
vain and self-centered ways and 
embraced an ever-deepening spiri-

tuality. She sold her lovely clothes, devoted every spare 
moment to prayer, and sought out the most onerous tasks 
such as caring for contagious patients and washing soiled 
garments. She took to whipping herself twice daily, wear-
ing a coarse and painful hair shirt, and placing a crown of 

Ruins of the Convent of Santa Clara where 
Ursula lived. (Nicole Melancon, photographer)
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ment sometimes took the names of Christian saints, seeking to appropriate for them-
selves the religious power of Christian figures. Within Andean Christian communities, 
women might offer the blood of a llama to strengthen a village church or make a 
cloth covering for the Virgin Mary and a shirt for an image of a huaca with the same 
material. Although the state cults of the Incas faded away, missionary attacks did not 
succeed in eliminating the influence of local huacas. Images and holy sites might be 
destroyed, but the souls of the huacas remained, and their representatives gained pres-
tige. One resilient Andean resident inquired of a Jesuit missionary: “Father, are you 
tired of taking our idols from us? Take away that mountain if you can, since that is the 
God I worship.”9 (See Visual Source 15.3, p. 767, for an illustration of the blending of 
Andean religious symbols and the new Christian message.)

In Mexico as well, an immigrant Christianity was assimilated into patterns of 
local culture. Parishes were organized largely around precolonial towns or regions. 
Churches built on or near the sites of old temples became the focus of community 

thorns beneath her hair. In Catholic religious thinking of 
the time, such “mortification” of the body served to en-
hance identification with Jesus’s suffering.

Úrsula’s new religious fervor incurred the displeasure 
of her mistress, who felt neglected by her slave. By 1645, 
a deeply unhappy Úrsula determined to leave the convent 
and find a new owner. Then one of the nuns, hoping to 
retain her pious services, purchased Úrsula’s freedom. 
Nonetheless, Úrsula chose to stay in the convent as a 
 doñada. Doing so represented a modest elevation in her 
social status, an opportunity to pursue her spiritual life 
with fewer restrictions, and a measure of social and eco-
nomic security.

Still, she continued with the same exhausting tasks 
she had as a slave and complained frequently about them. 
“I was up to my ears with cooking and other things,” she 
confided to her diary, “desiring only to be in the moun-
tains where there are no people.” Even as she struggled 
with the restrictions of her position in the convent,  Úrsula 
enhanced her reputation as a “servant of God,” a woman 
of extraordinary devotion and humility, and as a visionary 
and a mystic.

In her diary, Úrsula recounted numerous direct encoun-
ters with God, Jesus, Mary, and with dead souls seeking 
her intervention to shorten their time in the purifying fires 
of purgatory. These visions frequently reflected the ten-

sions of class, race, and position within the convent and in 
the larger society. Several priests, suffering in purgatory 
for their sexual sins, luxurious living, and mistreatment of 
slaves, appealed to Úrsula. So too did nuns who had been 
lax in their spiritual practices or placed their business in-
terests above their religious duties. Úrsula had a special 
concern for the female slaves and servants who asked for 
her intercession. One feared becoming an “orphan” in 
purgatory with no one to remember her. Another con-
fessed to a lesbian love affair with a nun. Although Úrsula 
once questioned “whether black women went to heaven,” 
it was later revealed to her as an abode of “great harmony,” 
but not of social equality, for “everyone had their place . . .  
in accordance with their standing and the obligations of 
their class.” By the end of her life, however, Ursula was 
able to affirm the spiritual equality of all. “In memory, 
understanding, and will,” she declared, “they [blacks and 
whites] are all one.”

When Úrsula died in 1666, a prominent nun confirmed 
that she had entered heaven directly, with no intervening 
time in purgatory. Her funeral was attended by many high 
officials of both state and church, and she was buried be-
neath the chapel of the convent she had served.

Question: To what extent did Úrsula shape her own life and 
in what way was it shaped by larger historical forces?
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identity. Cofradias, church-based associations of laypeople, organized community pro-
cessions and festivals and made provisions for proper funerals and burials for their 
members. Central to an emerging Mexican Christianity were the saints who closely 
paralleled the functions of precolonial gods. Saints were imagined as parents of the lo-
cal community and the true owners of its land, and their images were paraded through 
the streets on the occasion of great feasts and were collected by individual households. 
Mexico’s Virgin of Guadalupe (see photo, p. 718) neatly combined both Mesoameri-
can and Spanish notions of Divine Motherhood. Although parish priests were almost 
always Spanish, the fiscal, or leader of the church staff, was a native Christian of great 
local prestige, who carried on the traditions and role of earlier religious specialists.

Throughout the colonial period and beyond, many Mexican Christians also took 
part in rituals derived from the past, with little sense that this was incompatible with 
Christian practice. Incantations to various gods for good fortune in hunting, farm-
ing, or healing; sacrifices of self-bleeding; offerings to the sun; divination; the use of 
hallucinogenic drugs — all of these rituals provided spiritual assistance in those areas 
of everyday life not directly addressed by Christian rites. Conversely, these practices 
also showed signs of Christian influence. Wax candles, normally used in Christian 
services, might now appear in front of a stone image of a precolonial god. The anger 
of a neglected saint, rather than that of a traditional god, might explain someone’s ill-
ness and require offerings, celebration, or a new covering to regain his or her favor.10 
In such ways did Christianity take root in the new cultural environments of Spanish 
America, but it was a distinctly Andean or Mexican Christianity, not merely a copy of 
the Spanish version.

An Asian Comparison: China and the Jesuits
The Chinese encounter with Christianity was very different from that of Native 
Americans in Spain’s New World empire. The most obvious difference was the po-
litical context. The peoples of Spanish America had been defeated, their societies thor-
oughly disrupted, and their cultural confidence sorely shaken. China, on the other 
hand, encountered European Christianity between the sixteenth and eighteenth cen-
turies during the powerful and prosperous Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1912) 
dynasties. Although the transition between these two dynasties occasioned several de-
cades of internal conflict, at no point was China’s political independence or cultural 
integrity threatened by the handful of European missionaries and traders working 
there.

The reality of a strong, independent, confident China required a different mission-
ary strategy, for Europeans needed the permission of Chinese authorities to operate in 
the country. Whereas Spanish missionaries working in a colonial setting sought pri-
marily to convert the masses, the leading missionary order in China, the Jesuits, took 
deliberate aim at the official Chinese elite. Following the example of their most fa-
mous missionary, Matteo Ricci (in China 1582–1610), many Jesuits learned Chinese, 
became thoroughly acquainted with classical Confucian texts, and dressed like Chi-

■ Comparison
Why were missionary 
 efforts to spread Christi-
anity so much less suc-
cessful in China than in 
Spanish America?



 chapter 15 / cultural transformations: religion and science, 1450–1750 733

nese scholars. Initially, they downplayed their mission to convert and instead empha-
sized their interest in exchanging ideas and learning from China’s ancient culture. As 
highly educated men, the Jesuits carried the recent secular knowledge of Europe —  
science, technology, geography, mapmaking — to an audience of curious Chinese 
scholars. In presenting Christian teachings, Jesuits were at pains to be respectful of 
Chinese culture, pointing out parallels between Confucianism and Christianity rather 
than portraying it as something new and foreign. They chose to define Chinese rituals 
honoring the emperor or venerating ancestors as secular or civil observances rather 
than as religious practices that had to be abandoned. Such efforts to accommodate 
Chinese culture contrast sharply with the frontal attacks on Native American religions 
in the Spanish Empire (see Visual Source 15.4, p. 769).

The religious and cultural outcomes of the missionary enterprise likewise differed 
greatly in the two regions. Nothing approaching mass conversion to Christianity 
took place in China, as it had in Latin America. During the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, a modest number of Chinese scholars and officials did become 
Christians, attracted by the personal lives of the missionaries, by their interest in 
Western science, and by the moral certainty that 
Christianity offered. Jesuit missionaries found 
 favor for a time at the Chinese imperial court, 
where their mathematical, astronomical, techno-
logical, and mapmaking skills rendered them use-
ful. For more than a century, they were appointed 
to head the Chinese Bureau of Astronomy. Among 
ordinary people, Christianity spread very mod-
estly amid tales of miracles attributed to the Chris-
tian God, while missionary teachings about “eter-
nal life” sounded to some like Daoist prescriptions 
for immortality. At most, though, missionary ef-
forts over the course of some 250 years (1550–
1800) resulted in 200,000 to 300,000 converts, a 
minuscule number in a Chinese population ap-
proaching 300 million by 1800. What explains the 
very limited acceptance of Christianity in early 
modern China?

Fundamentally, the missionaries offered little 
that the Chinese really needed. Confucianism for 
the elites and Buddhism, Daoism, and a multitude 
of Chinese gods and spirits at the local level ade-
quately supplied the spiritual needs of most Chi-
nese. Furthermore, it became increasingly clear 
that Christianity was an all-or-nothing faith that 
required converts to abandon much of tradi-
tional Chinese culture. Christian monogamy, for 

Jesuits in China
In this seventeenth-century 
Dutch engraving, two Jesuit 
missionaries hold a map 
of China. Their mapmaking 
skills were among the rea-
sons that the Jesuits were 
initially welcomed among the 
educated elite of that country. 
(Private Collection/The  Bridgeman 
Art  Library)
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example, seemed to require Chinese men to put away their concubines. What 
would happen to these deserted women?

By the early eighteenth century, the papacy and competing missionary orders came 
to oppose the Jesuit policy of accommodation. The pope claimed authority over Chi-
nese Christians and declared that sacrifices to Confucius and the veneration of ances-
tors were “idolatry” and thus forbidden to Christians. The pope’s pronouncements 
represented an unacceptable challenge to the authority of the emperor and an affront 
to Chinese culture. In 1715, an outraged Emperor Kangxi wrote:

I ask myself how these uncultivated Westerners dare to speak of the great pre-
cepts of China. . . . [T]heir doctrine is of the same kind as the little heresies of the 
Buddhist and Taoist monks. . . . These are the greatest absurdities that have ever 
been seen. As from now I forbid the Westerners to spread their doctrine in China; 
that will spare us a lot of trouble.11

This represented a major turning point in the relationship of Christian missionaries 
and Chinese society. Many were subsequently expelled, and missionaries lost favor at 
court.

In other ways as well, missionaries played into the hands of their Chinese oppo-
nents. Their willingness to work under the Manchurian Qing dynasty, which came 
to power in 1644, discredited them with those Chinese scholars who viewed the 
Qing as uncivilized foreigners and their rule in China as disgraceful and illegitimate. 
Missionaries’ reputation as miracle workers further damaged their standing as men 
of science and rationality, for elite Chinese often regarded miracles and supernatural 
religion as superstitions, fit only for the uneducated masses. Some viewed the Chris-
tian ritual of Holy Communion as a kind of cannibalism. Others came to see mission-
aries as potentially subversive, for various Christian groups met in secret, and such 
religious sects had often provided the basis for peasant rebellion. Nor did it escape 
Chinese notice that European Christians had taken over the Philippines and that their 
warships were active in the Indian Ocean. Perhaps the missionaries, with their great 
interest in maps, were spies for these aggressive foreigners. All of this contributed to 
the general failure of Christianity to secure a prominent presence in China.

Persistence and Change in  
Afro-Asian Cultural Traditions
Although Europeans were central players in the globalization of Christianity, theirs 
was not the only expanding or transformed culture of the early modern era. African 
religious ideas and practices, for example, accompanied slaves to the Americas. Com-
mon African forms of religious revelation — divination, dream interpretation, visions, 
spirit possession — found a place in the Africanized versions of Christianity that 
emerged in the New World. Europeans frequently perceived these practices as evi-
dence of sorcery, witchcraft, or even devil worship and tried to suppress them. None-
theless, syncretic (blended) religions such as Vodou in Haiti, Santeria in Cuba, and 
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Candomble and Macumba in Brazil persisted. They derived from various West Af-
rican traditions and featured drumming, ritual dancing, animal sacrifice, and spirit pos-
session. Over time, they incorporated Christian beliefs and practices such as church 
attendance, the search for salvation, and the use of candles and crucifixes and often 
identified their various spirits or deities with Catholic saints.

Expansion and Renewal in the Islamic World
The early modern era likewise witnessed the continuation of the “long march of Is-
lam” across the Afro-Asian world. In sub-Saharan Africa, in the eastern and western 
wings of India, and in Central and Southeast Asia, the expansion of the Islamic fron-
tier, a process already a thousand years in the making, extended farther still. Conver-
sion to Islam generally did not mean a sudden abandonment of old religious prac-
tices in favor of the new. Rather it was more often a matter of “assimilating Islamic 
rituals, cosmologies, and literatures into . . . local religious systems.”12

Continued Islamization was not usually the product of conquering armies and 
expanding empires. It depended instead on wandering Muslim holy men or Sufis, 
Islamic scholars, and itinerant traders, none of whom posed a threat to local rulers. 
In fact, such people often were useful to those rulers and their village communities. 
They offered literacy in Arabic, established informal schools, provided protective 
charms containing passages from the Quran, served as advisers to local authorities 
and healers to the sick, often intermarried with local people, and generally did not 
insist that new converts give up their older practices. What they offered, in short, 
was connection to the wider, prestigious, prosperous world of Islam. Islamization ex-
tended modestly even to the Americas, where enslaved African Muslims practiced 
their faith in North America and particularly in Brazil, where Muslims led a number 
of slave revolts in the early nineteenth century. (See the Portrait of Ayuba Suleiman 
Diallo in Chapter 14, pp. 696–97.)

The islands of Southeast Asia illustrate the diversity of belief and practice that ac-
companied the spread of Islam in the early modern era. During the seventeenth cen-
tury in Acheh, a Muslim sultanate on the northern tip of Sumatra, authorities sought 
to enforce the dietary codes and alms-giving practices of Islamic law. After four suc-
cessive women ruled the area in the late 1600s, women were then forbidden from 
exercising political power. On Muslim Java, however, numerous women served in 
royal courts, and women throughout Indonesia continued their longtime role as buy-
ers and sellers in local markets. Among ordinary Javanese, traditional animistic prac-
tices of spirit worship coexisted easily with a tolerant and accommodating Islam, 
while merchants often embraced a more orthodox version of the religion in line with 
Middle Eastern traditions.

To such orthodox Muslims, religious syncretism, which accompanied Islamiza-
tion almost everywhere, became increasingly offensive, even heretical. Such senti-
ments played an important role in movements of religious renewal and reform that 
emerged throughout the vast Islamic world of the eighteenth century. The leaders 

■ Explanation
What accounts for the 
continued spread of Islam 
in the early modern era 
and for the emergence of 
reform or renewal move-
ments within the Islamic 
world?
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of such movements sharply criticized those practices that departed from earlier pat-
terns established by Muhammad and from the authority of the Quran. For example, 
in India, which was governed by the Muslim Mughal Empire, religious resistance to 
official policies that accommodated Hindus found concrete expression during the 
reign of the emperor Aurangzeb (1658–1707) (see p. 643). A series of religious wars in 
West Africa during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries took aim at cor-
rupt Islamic practices and the rulers, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, who permitted 
them. In Southeast and Central Asia, tension grew between practitioners of localized 
and blended versions of Islam and those who sought to purify such practices in the 
name of a more authentic and universal faith.

The most well-known and widely visible of these Islamic renewal movements 
took place during the mid-eighteenth century in Arabia itself, where the religion had 
been born more than 1,000 years earlier. This movement originated in the teachings 
of the Islamic scholar Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703–1792). The growing dif-
ficulties of the Islamic world, such as the weakening of the Ottoman Empire, were 
directly related, he argued, to deviations from the pure faith of early Islam. Al-Wahhab 
was particularly upset by common religious practices in central Arabia that seemed 
to him idolatry — the widespread veneration of Sufi saints and their tombs, the adora-
tion of natural sites, and even the respect paid to Muhammad’s tomb at Mecca. All of 
this was a dilution of the absolute monotheism of authentic Islam.

The Wahhabi movement took a new turn in the 1740s when it received the po-
litical backing of Muhammad Ibn Saud, a local ruler who found al-Wahhab’s ideas 
compelling. With Ibn Saud’s support, the religious movement became an expansive 
state in central Arabia. Within that state, offending tombs were razed; “idols” were 
eliminated; books on logic were destroyed; the use of tobacco, hashish, and musical 
instruments was forbidden; and certain taxes not authorized by religious teaching were 
abolished.

Al-Wahhab’s ideas about the role of women have attracted considerable atten-
tion in light of the highly restrictive practices of Wahhabi Islam in contemporary 
Saudi Arabia. He did on one occasion reluctantly authorize the stoning of a woman 
who persisted in an adulterous sexual relationship after numerous warnings, but more 
generally he emphasized the rights of women within a patriarchal Islamic frame-
work. These included the right to consent to and stipulate conditions for a marriage, 
to control her dowry, to divorce, and to engage in commerce. Such rights, long em-
bedded in Islamic law, had apparently been forgotten or ignored in eighteenth-century 
Arabia. Furthermore he did not insist on head to toe covering of women in public 
and allowed for the mixing of unrelated men and women for business or medical 
purposes.13

By the early nineteenth century, this new reformist state encompassed much 
of central Arabia, with Mecca itself coming under Wahhabi control in 1803 (see 
Map 15.3). Although an Egyptian army broke the power of the Wahhabis in 1818, 
the movement’s influence continued to spread across the Islamic world. (See Docu-
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ment 15.3, pp. 758–59, for a statement of the Wahhabi 
outlook.) Together with the ongoing expansion of the 
religion, these movements of reform and renewal sig-
naled the continuing cultural vitality of the “abode of 
Islam,” even as the European presence on the world stage 
assumed larger dimensions. In the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, such movements persisted and became 
associated with resistance to the political, military, and 
cultural intrusion of the European West into the affairs 
of the Islamic world.

China: New Directions  
in an Old Tradition
Neither China nor India experienced cultural or reli-
gious change as dramatic as that of the Reformation in 
Europe, nor did Confucian or Hindu cultures during 
the early modern era spread widely, as did Christianity 
and Islam. Nonetheless, neither of these traditions re-
mained static. As in Christian Europe, challenges to es-
tablished orthodoxies in China and India emerged as 
commercial and urban life, as well as political change, fostered new thinking.

China during the Ming and Qing dynasties continued to operate broadly within 
a Confucian framework, enriched now by the insights of Buddhism and Daoism to 
generate a system of thought called Neo-Confucianism. Chinese Ming dynasty rul-
ers, in their aversion to the despised Mongols, embraced and actively supported this 
native Confucian tradition, whereas the foreign Manchu or Qing rulers did so to woo 
Chinese intellectuals to support the new dynasty. Within this context, a consider-
able amount of controversy, debate, and new thinking emerged during the early mod-
ern era.

During late Ming times, for example, the influential thinker Wang Yangming 
(1472–1529) argued that “intuitive moral knowledge exists in people . . . even robbers 
know that they should not rob.”14 Thus anyone could achieve a virtuous life by intro-
spection and contemplation, without the extended education, study of the classical 
texts, and constant striving for improvement that traditional Confucianism prescribed 
for an elite class of “gentlemen.” Such ideas figured prominently among Confucian 
scholars of the sixteenth century, although critics later contended that such thinking 
promoted an excessive individualism. They also argued that Wang Yangming’s ideas 
had undermined the Ming dynasty and contributed to China’s conquest by the for-
eign Manchus. Some Chinese Buddhists as well sought to make their religion more 
accessible to ordinary people, by suggesting that laypeople at home could undertake 
practices similar to those performed by monks in monasteries. Withdrawal from the 

■ Change
What kinds of cultural 
changes occurred in 
China and India during 
the early modern era?

Map 15.3 The Expansion 
of Wahhabi Islam
From its base in central Ara-
bia, the Wahhabi movement 
represented a challenge to 
the Ottoman Empire, while 
its ideas subsequently spread 
widely within the Islamic 
world.
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world was not necessary for enlightenment. This kind of moral or religious indi-
vidualism bore some similarity to the thinking of Martin Luther, who argued that 
individuals could seek salvation by “faith alone,” without the assistance of a priestly 
hierarchy.

Another new direction in Chinese elite culture took shape in a movement known 
as kaozheng, or “research based on evidence.” Intended to “seek truth from facts,” kao-
zheng was critical of the unfounded speculation of conventional Confucian phi-
losophy and instead emphasized the importance of verification, precision, accuracy, 
and rigorous analysis in all fields of inquiry. During the late Ming years, this empha-
sis generated works dealing with agriculture, medicine, pharmacology, botany, craft 
techniques, and more. In the Qing era, kaozheng was associated with a recovery and 
critical analysis of ancient historical documents, which sometimes led to sharp criti-
cism of Neo-Confucian orthodoxy. It was a genuinely scientific approach to knowl-
edge, but it was applied more to the study of the past than to the natural world of 
astronomy, physics, or anatomy, as in the West.

While such matters occupied the intellectual elite of China, in the cities a lively 
popular culture emerged among the less well educated. For city-dwellers, plays, 
paintings, short stories, and especially novels provided diversion and entertainment 
that were a step up from what could be found in teahouses and wine shops. Numer-
ous “how-to” painting manuals allowed a larger public to participate in this favorite 
Chinese art form. Even though Confucian scholars disdained popular fiction, a 
vigorous printing industry responded to the growing demand for exciting novels. 
The most famous was Cao Xueqin’s mid-eighteenth-century novel The Dream of the 
Red Chamber, a huge book that contained 120 chapters and some 400 characters, most 
of them women. It explored the social life of an eighteenth-century elite family with 
connections to the Chinese court.

India: Bridging the Hindu/Muslim Divide
In a largely Hindu India, ruled by the Muslim Mughal Empire, several significant cul-
tural departures took shape in the early modern era that brought Hindus and Mus-
lims together in new forms of religious expression. One was the flourishing of a de-
votional form of Hinduism known as bhakti. Through songs, prayers, dances, poetry, 
and rituals, devotees sought to achieve union with one or another of India’s many 
deities. Appealing especially to women, the bhakti movement provided an avenue for 
social criticism. Its practitioners often set aside caste distinctions and disregarded the 
detailed rituals of the Brahmin priests in favor of direct contact with the Divine. This 
emphasis had much in common with mystical Sufi forms of Islam and helped blur the 
distinction between these two traditions in India (see Document 15.4, pp. 760–61).

Among the most beloved of bhakti poets was Mirabai (1498–1547), a high-caste 
woman from northern India who abandoned her upper-class family and conven-
tional Hindu practice. Upon her husband’s death, tradition asserts, she declined to burn 
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herself on his funeral pyre (a practice known as 
sati). She further offended caste restrictions by 
taking as her guru (religious teacher) an old un-
touchable shoemaker. To visit him, she appar-
ently tied her saris together and climbed down 
the castle walls at night. Then she would wash 
his aged feet and drink the water from these 
ablutions. Much of her poetry deals with her 
yearning for union with Krishna, a Hindu deity 
she regarded as her husband, lover, and lord.

What I paid was my social body, my town 
body, my family body, and all my inher-
ited jewels. Mirabai says: The Dark One 
[Krishna] is my husband now.15

Yet another major cultural change that 
blended Islam and Hinduism emerged with the 
growth of Sikhism as a new and distinctive re-
ligious tradition in the Punjab region of north-
ern India. Its founder, Guru Nanak (1469–1539), 
had been involved in the bhakti movement but 
came to believe that “there is no Hindu; there is 
no Muslim; only God.” His teachings and those 
of subsequent gurus also generally ignored caste 
distinctions and untouchability and ended the 
seclusion of women, while proclaiming the 
“brotherhood of all mankind” as well as the es-
sential equality of men and women. Drawing 
converts from Punjabi peasants and merchants, 
both Muslim and Hindu, the Sikhs gradually be-
came a separate religious community. They de-
veloped their own sacred book, known as the 
Guru Granth (teacher book); created a central 
place of worship and pilgrimage in the Golden 
Temple of Amritsar; and prescribed certain dress requirements for men, 
including keeping hair and beards uncut, wearing a turban, and carrying a 
short sword. During the seventeenth century, Sikhs encountered hostility 
from both the Mughal Empire and some of their Hindu neighbors. In re-
sponse, Sikhism evolved from a peaceful religious movement, blending 
Hindu and Muslim elements, into a militant community whose military 
skills were highly valued by the British when they took over India in the late 
eighteenth century.

Guru Nanak
In this early eighteenth-century manuscript painting, Guru Nanak, the founder 
of Sikhism, and his constant companion Mardana (with a musical instrument) 
encounter a robber (the man with a sword) along the road. According to the 
story accompanying the painting, that experience persuaded the robber to 
abandon his wicked ways and become a follower of the Sikh path. (© British 
Library Board)

SUMMING UP SO FAR

In what ways did religious 
changes in Asia and the Middle 
East parallel those in Europe, and 
in what ways were they different?
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A New Way of Thinking:  
The Birth of Modern Science
While some Europeans were actively attempting to spread the Christian faith to dis-
tant corners of the world, others were nurturing an understanding of the cosmos at 
least partially at odds with traditional Christian teaching. These were the makers of 
Europe’s Scientific Revolution, a vast intellectual and cultural transformation that 
took place between the mid-sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries. These men of 
science would no longer rely on the external authority of the Bible, the Church, the 
speculations of ancient philosophers, or the received wisdom of cultural tradition. For 
them, knowledge would be acquired through a combination of careful observations, 
controlled experiments, and the formulation of general laws, expressed in mathe-
matical terms. Those who created this revolution — Copernicus from Poland, Galileo 
from Italy, Descartes from France, Newton from England, and many others — saw 
themselves as departing radically from older ways of thinking. “The old rubbish must 
be thrown away,” wrote a seventeenth-century English scientist. “These are the days 
that must lay a new Foundation of a more magnificent Philosophy.”16

The long-term significance of the Scientific Revolution can hardly be overesti-
mated. Within early modern Europe, it fundamentally altered ideas about the place 
of humankind within the cosmos and sharply challenged both the teachings and the 
authority of the Church. Over the past several centuries, it has substantially eroded re-
ligious belief and practice in the West, particularly among the well educated. When 
applied to the affairs of human society, scientific ways of thinking challenged ancient 
social hierarchies and political systems and played a role in the revolutionary upheav-
als of the modern era. But science also was used to legitimize racial and gender in-
equalities, giving new support to old ideas about the natural inferiority of women 
and enslaved people. When married to the technological innovations of the Industrial 
Revolution, science fostered both the marvels of modern production and the horrors 
of modern means of destruction. By the twentieth century, science had become so 
widespread that it largely lost its association with European culture and became the 
chief symbol of global modernity. Like Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam, modern 
science became a universal worldview, open to all who could accept its premises and 
its techniques.

The Question of Origins: Why Europe?
Why did the breakthrough of the Scientific Revolution occur first in Europe and dur-
ing the early modern era? The realm of Islam, after all, had generated the most ad-
vanced science in the world during the centuries between 800 and 1400. Arab schol-
ars could boast of remarkable achievements in mathematics, astronomy, optics, and 
medicine, and their libraries far exceeded those of Europe.17 And what of China? Its 
elite culture of Confucianism was both sophisticated and secular, less burdened by re-

■ Comparison
Why did the Scientific 
Revolution occur in Europe 
rather than in China or 
the Islamic world?
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ligious dogma than in the Christian or Islamic worlds; its technological accomplish-
ments and economic growth were unmatched anywhere in the several centuries after 
1000. In neither civilization, however, did these achievements lead to the kind of in-
tellectual innovation that occurred in Europe.

Europe’s historical development as a reinvigorated and fragmented civilization 
arguably gave rise to conditions uniquely favorable to the scientific enterprise. By the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Europeans had evolved a legal system that guaran-
teed a measure of independence for a variety of institutions — the Church, towns and 
cities, guilds, professional associations, and universities. This legal revolution was based 
on the idea of a “corporation,” a collective group of people that was treated as a unit, 
a legal person, with certain rights to regulate and control its own members.

Most important for the development of science in the West was the autonomy of 
its emerging universities. By 1215, the University of Paris was recognized as a “cor-
poration of masters and scholars,” which could admit and expel students, establish 
courses of instruction, and grant a “license to teach” to its faculty. Such universities —  
for example, in Paris, Bologna, Oxford, Cambridge, and Salamanca — became “neutral 
zones of intellectual autonomy” in which scholars could pursue their studies in rela-
tive freedom from the dictates of church or state authorities. Within them, the study 
of the natural order began to slowly separate itself from philosophy and theology and 
to gain a distinct identity. Their curricula featured “a basically scientific core of read-
ings and lectures” that drew heavily on the writings of the Greek thinker Aristotle, 
which had only recently become available to Western Europeans. Most of the major 
figures in the Scientific Revolution had been trained in and were affiliated with these 
universities.

In the Islamic world, by contrast, science was patronized by a variety of local 
authorities, but it occurred largely outside the formal system of higher education. 
Within colleges known as madrassas, Quranic studies and religious law held the cen-
tral place, whereas philosophy and natural science were viewed with great suspicion. 
To religious scholars, the Quran held all wisdom, and scientific thinking might well 
challenge it. An earlier openness to free inquiry and religious toleration was increas-
ingly replaced by a disdain for scientific and philosophical inquiry, for it seemed to lead 
only to uncertainty and confusion. “May God protect us from useless knowledge” 
was a saying that reflected this outlook. Nor did Chinese authorities permit inde-
pendent institutions of higher learning in which scholars could conduct their stud-
ies in relative freedom. Instead Chinese education focused on preparing for a rigidly 
defined set of civil service examinations and emphasized the humanistic and moral 
texts of classical Confucianism. “The pursuit of scientific subjects,” one recent histo-
rian concluded, “was thereby relegated to the margins of Chinese society.”18

Beyond its distinctive institutional development, Western Europe was in a posi-
tion to draw extensively on the knowledge of other cultures, especially that of the 
Islamic world. Arab medical texts, astronomical research, and translations of Greek 
classics played a major role in the birth of European natural philosophy (as science 
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was then called) between 1000 and 1500. Then, in the sixteenth through the eigh-
teenth centuries, Europeans found themselves at the center of a massive new exchange 
of information as they became aware of lands, peoples, plants, animals, societies, and 
religions from around the world. This tidal wave of new knowledge, uniquely available 
to Europeans, shook up older ways of thinking and opened the way to new concep-
tions of the world. The sixteenth-century Italian doctor, mathematician, and writer 
Girolamo Cardano (1501–1576) clearly expressed this sense of wonderment: “The 
most unusual [circumstance of my life] is that I was born in this century in which 
the whole world became known; whereas the ancients were familiar with but a 
little more than a third part of it.” He worried, however, that amid this explosion of 
knowledge, “certainties will be exchanged for uncertainties.”19 It was precisely those 
uncertainties — skepticism about established views — that provided such a fertile cul-
tural ground for the emergence of modern science. The Reformation too contrib-
uted to that cultural climate in its challenge to authority, its encouragement of mass 
literacy, and its affirmation of secular professions.

Science as Cultural Revolution
Before the Scientific Revolution, educated Europeans held a view of the world that 
derived from Aristotle, perhaps the greatest of the ancient Greek philosophers, and 
from Ptolemy, a Greco-Egyptian mathematician and astronomer who lived in Alex-
andria during the second century c.e. To medieval European thinkers, the earth was 
stationary and at the center of the universe, and around it revolved the sun, moon, 
and stars embedded in ten spheres of transparent crystal. This understanding coin-
cided well with the religious outlook of the Catholic Church because the attention 
of the entire universe was centered on the earth and its human inhabitants, among 
whom God’s plan for salvation unfolded. It was a universe of divine purpose, with 
angels guiding the hierarchically arranged heavenly bodies along their way while God 
watched over the whole from his realm beyond the spheres. The Scientific Revolu-
tion was revolutionary because it fundamentally challenged this understanding of the 
universe.

The initial breakthrough in the Scientific Revolution came from the Polish 
mathematician and astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus, whose famous book On the 
Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres was published in the year of his death, 1543. Its es-
sential argument was that “at the middle of all things lies the sun” and that the earth, 
like the other planets, revolved around it. Thus the earth was no longer unique or at 
the obvious center of God’s attention.

Other European scientists built on Copernicus’s central insight, and some even 
argued that other inhabited worlds and other kinds of humans existed. Less specu-
latively, in the early seventeenth century Johannes Kepler, a German mathematician, 
showed that the planets followed elliptical orbits, undermining the ancient belief that 
they moved in perfect circles. The Italian Galileo (gal-uh-LAY-oh) developed an im-
proved telescope, with which he observed sunspots, or blemishes, moving across the 
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face of the sun. This called into question the traditional notion that no change or 
imperfection marred the heavenly bodies. His discovery of the moons of Jupiter and 
many new stars suggested a cosmos far larger than the finite universe of traditional 
astronomy. Some thinkers began to discuss the notion of an unlimited universe in 
which humankind occupied a mere speck of dust in an unimaginable vastness. The 
French mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal (1623–1662) perhaps spoke for 
many when he wrote: “The eternal silence of infinite space frightens me.”20

The culmination of the Scientific Revolution came in the work of Sir Isaac 
Newton, the Englishman who formulated the modern laws of motion and mechanics, 
which remained unchallenged until the twentieth century. At the core of Newton’s 
thinking was the concept of universal gravitation. “All bodies whatsoever,” Newton 
declared, “are endowed with a principle of mutual gravitation.”21 Here was the grand 
unifying idea of early modern science. The radical implication of this view was that 
the heavens and the earth, long regarded as separate and distinct spheres, were not so 

Snapshot Major Thinkers and Achievements of the Scientific Revolution

Thinker/Scientist Achievements

Nicolaus Copernicus (Polish;  
1473–1543) 

Andreas Vesalius (Flemish;  
1514–1564)

Francis Bacon (English; 1561–1626) 

Galileo Galilei (Italian; 1564–1642) 
 
 

Johannes Kepler (German; 1571–1630) 
 

William Harvey (English; 1578–1657) 

René Descartes (French; 1596–1650) 
 

Isaac Newton (English; 1642–1727)

Posited that sun is at the center of solar 
system, earth rotates on its axis, and earth 
and planets revolve around the sun

“Father of anatomy”; made detailed drawings 
of human body based on dissection

Emphasized observation and experimentation 
as the key to modern science

Developed an improved telescope; discovered 
sunspots, mountains on the moon, and 
Jupiter’s moons; performed experimental work 
on the velocity of falling objects

Posited that planets follow elliptical, not 
circular, orbits; described laws of planetary 
motion

Described the circulation of the blood and the 
function of the heart

Emphasized the importance of mathematics 
and logical deduction in understanding the 
physical world; invented analytical geometry

Synthesized earlier findings around the 
concept of universal gravitation; invented 
calculus; formulated concept of inertia and 
laws of motion
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different after all, for the motion of a cannonball or 
the falling of an apple obeyed the same natural laws 
that governed the orbiting planets.

By the time Newton died, a revolutionary new 
understanding of the physical universe had emerged 
among educated Europeans. That universe was no 
longer propelled by supernatural forces but func-
tioned on its own according to scientific principles 
that could be described mathematically. In Kepler’s 
view, “the machine of the universe is not similar to 
a divine animated being but similar to a clock.”22 
Furthermore, it was a machine that regulated it-
self, requiring neither God nor angels to account 
for its normal operation. Knowledge of that uni-
verse could be obtained through human reason 
alone — by observation, deduction, and experi-
mentation — without the aid of ancient authori-
ties or divine revelation. The French philosopher 
René Descartes (day-KAHRT) resolved “to seek 
no other knowledge than that which I might find 
within myself, or perhaps in the book of nature.”23

Like the physical universe, the human body 
also lost some of its mystery. The careful dissections 
of cadavers and animals enabled doctors and sci-
entists to describe the human body with much 
greater accuracy and to understand the circula-
tion of the blood throughout the body. The heart 
was no longer the mysterious center of the body’s 

heat and the seat of its passions; instead it was just another machine, a complex muscle 
that functioned as a pump.

The movers and shakers of this enormous cultural transformation were almost 
entirely male. European women, after all, had been largely excluded from the uni-
versities where much of the new science was discussed. A few aristocratic women, 
however, had the leisure and connections to participate informally in the scientific 
networks of their male relatives. Through her marriage to the Duke of Newcastle, 
Margaret Cavendish (1623–1673) joined in conversations with a circle of “natural phi-
losophers,” wrote six scientific texts, and was the only seventeenth-century English 
woman to attend a session of the Royal Society of London, created to foster scientific 
learning. In Germany, a number of women took part in astronomical work as assis-
tants to their husbands or brothers. Maria Winkelman, for example, discovered a pre-
viously unknown comet, though her husband took credit for it. After his death, she 
sought to continue his work in the Berlin Academy of Sciences but was refused on the 
grounds that “mouths would gape” if a woman held such a position.

The Telescope
Johannes Hevelius, an astronomer of German Lutheran background living 
in what is now Poland, constructed extraordinarily long telescopes in the 
mid-seventeenth century with which he observed sunspots, charted the 
surface of the moon, and discovered several comets. Such telescopes 
played a central role in transforming understandings of the universe during 
the Scientific Revolution. (World History Archive/Alamy)
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Much of this scientific thinking developed in the face of strenuous opposition 
from the Catholic Church, for both its teachings and its authority were under attack. 
The Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno, proclaiming an infinite universe and many 
worlds, was burned at the stake in 1600, and Galileo was compelled by the Church 
to publicly renounce his belief that the earth moved around an orbit and rotated on 
its axis.

But not all was conflict between the Church and an emerging science. None of 
the early scientists rejected Christianity. Galileo himself proclaimed the compatibility 
of science and faith when he wrote: “Nor is God any less excellently revealed in Na-
ture’s actions than in the sacred statements of the Bible.”24 Newton was a serious 
biblical scholar and saw no necessary contradiction between his ideas and belief in 
God. “This most beautiful system of the sun, planets, and comets,” he declared, “could 
only proceed from the counsel and dominion of an intelligent Being.”25 The Church 
gradually accommodated as well as resisted the new ideas, largely by compartmental-
izing them. Science might prevail in its limited sphere of describing the physical uni-
verse, but religion was still the arbiter of truth about those ultimate questions concern-
ing human salvation, righteous behavior, and the larger purposes of life.

Science and Enlightenment
Initially limited to a small handful of scholars, the ideas of the Scientific Revolution 
spread to a wider European public during the eighteenth century. That process was 
aided by novel techniques of printing and bookmaking, by a popular press, by grow-
ing literacy, and by a host of scientific societies. Moreover, the new approach to 
knowledge — rooted in human reason, skeptical of authority, expressed in natural 
laws — was now applied to human affairs, not just to the physical universe. The Scot-
tish professor Adam Smith (1723–1790), for example, formulated laws that accounted 
for the operation of the economy and that, if followed, he believed, would generate 
inevitably favorable results for society. Growing numbers of people believed that the 
long-term outcome of scientific development would be “enlightenment,” a term that 
has come to define the eighteenth century in European history. If human reason could 
discover the laws that governed the universe, surely it could uncover ways in which 
humankind might govern itself more effectively.

“What is Enlightenment?” asked the prominent German intellectual Immanuel 
Kant (1724–1804). “It is man’s emergence from his self-imposed . . . inability to use 
one’s own understanding without another’s guidance. . . . Dare to know! ‘Have the 
courage to use your own understanding’ is therefore the motto of the enlighten-
ment.”26 Although they often disagreed sharply with one another, European Enlight-
enment thinkers shared this belief in the power of knowledge to transform human 
society. They also shared a satirical, critical style, a commitment to open-mindedness 
and inquiry, and in various degrees a hostility to established political and religious 
authority. Many took aim at arbitrary governments, the “divine right of kings,” and 
the aristocratic privileges of European society. The English philosopher John Locke 

■ Change
In what ways did the 
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(1632–1704) offered principles for constructing a constitutional government, a con-
tract between rulers and ruled that was created by human ingenuity rather than di-
vinely prescribed. Much of Enlightenment thinking was directed against the super-
stition, ignorance, and corruption of established religion. In his Treatise on Toleration, 
the French writer Voltaire (1694–1778) reflected the outlook of the Scientific Revo-
lution as he commented sarcastically on religious intolerance:

This little globe, nothing more than a point, rolls in space like so many other 
globes; we are lost in its immensity. Man, some five feet tall, is surely a very small 
part of the universe. One of these imperceptible beings says to some of his neigh-
bors in Arabia or Africa: “Listen to me, for the God of all these worlds has en-
lightened me; there are nine hundred million little ants like us on the earth, but 
only my anthill is beloved of God; He will hold all others in horror through all 
eternity; only mine will be blessed, the others will be eternally wretched.”27

Voltaire’s own faith, like many others among the “enlightened,” was deism. De-
ists believed in a rather abstract and remote Deity, sometimes compared to a clock-
maker, who had created the world, but not in a personal God who intervened in his-
tory or tampered with natural law. Others became pantheists, who believed that God 
and nature were identical. Here was a conception of religion shaped by the outlook 
of science. Sometimes called “natural religion,” it was devoid of mystery, revelation, 
ritual, and spiritual practice, while proclaiming a God that could be “proven” by hu-
man rationality, logic, and the techniques of scientific inquiry. In this view, all else 
was superstition. Among the most radical of such thinkers were the several Dutch-
men who wrote the Treatise of Three Imposters, which claimed that Moses, Jesus, and 
Muhammad were fraudulent impostors who based their teachings on “the ignorance 
of Peoples [and] resolved to keep them in it.”28

Prominent among the debates spawned by the Enlightenment was the question 
of women’s nature, their role in society, and the education most appropriate for them. 
Although well-to-do Parisian women hosted in their elegant salons many gatherings 
of the largely male Enlightenment figures, most of those men were anything but 
ardent feminists. The male editors of the famous Encyclopedie, a vast compendium of 
Enlightenment thought, included very few essays by women. One of the male authors 
expressed the common view that women “constitute the principal ornament of the 
world. . . . May they, through submissive discretion and . . . artless cleverness, spur us 
[men] on to virtue.” In his treatise Emile, Jean-Jacque Rousseau described women 
as fundamentally different from and inferior to men and urged that “the whole edu-
cation of women ought to be relative to men.”

Such views were sharply contested by any number of other Enlightenment 
 figures — men and women alike. The Journal des Dames (Ladies Journal), founded 
in Paris in 1759, aggressively defended women. “If we have not been raised up in 
the sciences as you have,” declared Madame Beaulmer, the Journal’s first editor, “it is 
you [men] who are the guilty ones; for have you not always abused . . . the bodily 
strength that nature has given you?”29 The philosopher Condorcet looked forward 
to the “complete destruction of those prejudices that have established an inequality 
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of rights between the sexes.” (See Document 15.2, pp. 756–57.) And in 1792 the 
British writer Mary Wollstonecraft directly confronted Rousseau’s view of women 
and their education: “What nonsense! . . . til women are more rationally educated, 
the progress of human virtue and improvement in knowledge must receive con-
tinual checks.” Thus was initiated a debate that echoed throughout the centuries 
that followed.

Though solidly rooted in Europe, Enlightenment thought was influenced by the 
growing global awareness of its major thinkers. Voltaire, for example, idealized China 
as an empire governed by an elite of secular scholars selected for their talent, which 
stood in sharp contrast to continental Europe, where aristocratic birth and military 
prowess were far more important. The example of Confucianism — supposedly secu-
lar, moral, rational, and tolerant — encouraged Enlightenment thinkers to imagine a 
future for European civilization without the kind of supernatural religion that they 
found so offensive in the Christian West. (See Visual Source 14.1, p. 711, for European 
fascination with things Chinese.)

The central theme of the Enlightenment — and what made it potentially revo-
lutionary — was the idea of progress. Human society was not fixed by tradition or 
divine command but could be changed, and improved, by human action guided by 

The Philosophers of the Enlightenment
This painting shows the French philosopher Voltaire with a group of intellectual luminaries at the summer 
palace of the Prussian King Frederick II. Such literary gatherings, sometimes called salons, were places of 
lively conversation among mostly male participants and came to be seen as emblematic of the European 
Enlightenment. (© akg-images/The Image Works)



748 part 4 / the early modern world, 1450–1750

reason. No one expressed this soaring confidence in human possibility more clearly 
than the French thinker the Marquis de Condorcet (1743–1794), who boldly declared 
that “the perfectibility of humanity is indefinite.” (See Document 15.2, pp. 756–57.) 
Belief in progress was a sharp departure from much of premodern social thinking, 
and it inspired those who later made the great revolutions of the modern era in the 
Americas, France, Russia, China, and elsewhere. Born of the Scientific Revolution, that 
was the faith of the Enlightenment. For some, it was virtually a new religion.

The age of the Enlightenment, however, also witnessed a reaction against too much 
reliance on human reason. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) minimized the impor-
tance of book learning for the education of children and prescribed instead an im-
mersion in nature, which taught self-reliance and generosity rather than the greed and 
envy fostered by “civilization.” The Romantic movement in art and literature appealed 
to emotion, intuition, passion, and imagination rather than cold reason and scientific 
learning. Religious awakenings — complete with fiery sermons, public repentance, 
and intense personal experience of sin and redemption — shook Protestant Europe 
and North America in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The Methodist 
movement — with its emphasis on Bible study, confession of sins, fasting, enthusiastic 
preaching, and resistance to worldly pleasures — was a case in point. Science and the 
Enlightenment surely challenged religion, and for some they eroded religious belief 
and practice. Just as surely, though, religion persisted, adapted, and revived for many 
others.

Looking Ahead: Science in the Nineteenth Century
The perspectives of the Enlightenment were challenged not only by romanticism and 
religious “enthusiasm” but also by the continued development of European science 
itself. This remarkable phenomenon justifies a brief look ahead at several scientific 
developments in the nineteenth century.

Modern science was a cumulative and self-critical enterprise, which in the nine-
teenth century and after was applied to new domains of human inquiry in ways that 
undermined some of the assumptions of the Enlightenment. In the realm of biology, 
for example, Charles Darwin (1809–1882) laid out a complex argument that all life 
was in constant change, that an endless and competitive struggle for survival over mil-
lions of years constantly generated new species of plants and animals, while casting 
others into extinction. Human beings were not excluded from this vast process, for 
they too were the work of evolution operating through natural selection. Darwin’s 
famous books The Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871) were as shat-
tering to traditional religious views as Copernicus’s ideas about a sun-centered uni-
verse had been several centuries earlier.

At the same time, Karl Marx (1818–1883) articulated a view of human history that 
likewise emphasized change and struggle. Conflicting social classes — slave owners and 
slaves, nobles and peasants, capitalists and workers — successively drove the process of 
historical transformation. Although he was describing the evolution of human civi-
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lization, Marx saw himself as a scientist. He based his theories on extensive historical 
research; like Newton and Darwin, he sought to formulate general laws that would 
explain events in a rational way. Nor did he believe in heavenly intervention, chance, 
or the divinely endowed powers of kings. The coming of socialism, in this view, was 
not simply a good idea; it was inscribed in the laws of historical development (see 
Document 17.4, pp. 867–70).

Like the intellectuals of the Enlightenment, Darwin and Marx believed strongly 
in progress, but in their thinking, conflict and struggle rather than reason and educa-
tion were the motors of progress. The Enlightenment image of the thoughtful, ra-
tional, and independent individual was fading. Individuals — plant, animal, and hu-
man alike — were now viewed as enmeshed in vast systems of biological, economic, 
and social conflict.

The work of the Viennese doctor Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) applied scientific 
techniques to the operation of the human mind and emotions and in doing so cast 
further doubt on Enlightenment conceptions of human rationality. At the core of each 
person, Freud argued, lay primal impulses toward sexuality and aggression, which 
were only barely held in check by the thin veneer of social conscience derived from 
civilization. Our neuroses arose from the ceaseless struggle between our irrational 
drives and the claims of conscience. This too was a far cry from the Enlightenment 
conception of the human condition.

European Science beyond the West
In the long run, the achievements of the Scientific Revolution spread globally, be-
coming the most widely sought-after product of European culture and far more de-
sired than Christianity, democracy, socialism, or Western literature. In the early mod-
ern era, however, interest in European scientific thinking within major Asian societies 
was both modest and selective. The telescope provides an example. Invented in early-
seventeenth-century Europe and endlessly improved in the centuries that followed, 
the telescope provoked enormous excitement in European scientific circles. It made 
possible any number of astronomical discoveries including the rugged surface of the 
moon, the moons of Jupiter, the rings of Saturn, and the phases of Venus. “We are 
here . . . on fire with these things,” wrote an English astronomer in 1610.30 Soon the 
telescope was available in China, Mughal India, and the Ottoman Empire. But in none 
of these places did it evoke much interest nor did it evolve into the kind of “discov-
ery machine” that it was rapidly becoming in Europe.

In China, Qing dynasty emperors and scholars were most interested in European 
techniques, derived largely from Jesuit missionaries, for predicting eclipses, reform-
ing the calendar, and making accurate maps of the empire. European medicine, how-
ever, was of little importance for Chinese physicians before the nineteenth century. 
But the reputation of the Jesuits suffered when it became apparent in the 1760s that for 
two centuries the missionaries had withheld information about Copernican views of 
a sun-centered solar system because those ideas had been condemned by the Church. 
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Nonetheless, European science had a substantial impact on a number of Chinese 
scholars as it interacted with the data-based kaozheng movement, described by one 
participant as “an ant-like accumulation of facts.”31 European mathematics was of 
particular interest to kaozheng researchers who were exploring the history of Chi-
nese mathematics. To convince their skeptical colleagues that the barbarian Europe-
ans had something to offer in this field, some Chinese scholars argued that European 
mathematics had in fact grown out of much earlier Chinese ideas and could there-
fore be adopted with comfort.32 In such ways, early modern Chinese thinkers selec-
tively assimilated Western science very much on their own terms.33

Although Japanese authorities largely closed their country off from the West in the 
early seventeenth century (see Chapter 14), one window remained open. Alone among 
Europeans, the Dutch were permitted to trade in Japan at a single location near Naga-
saki, but not until 1720 did the Japanese lift the ban on importing Western books. 
Then a number of European texts in medicine, astronomy, geography, mathematics, 
and other disciplines were translated and studied by a small group of Japanese scholars. 
They were especially impressed with Western anatomical studies, for in Japan dissec-
tion was work fit only for outcasts. Returning from an autopsy conducted by Dutch 
physicians, several Japanese observers reflected on their experience: “We remarked 
to each other how amazing the autopsy had been, and how inexcusable it had been 
for us to be ignorant of the anatomical structure of the human body.”34 Nonetheless, 
this small center of “Dutch learning,” as it was called, remained isolated amid a perva-
sive Confucian-based culture. Not until the mid-nineteenth century, when Japan was 
forcibly opened to Western penetration, would European science assume a prominent 
place in Japanese culture.

Like China and Japan, the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies was an independent, powerful, successful society whose intellectual elites saw no 
need for a wholesale embrace of things European. Ottoman scholars were conscious 
of the rich tradition of Muslim astronomy and chose not to translate the works of 
major European scientists such as Copernicus, Kepler, or Newton, although they were 
broadly aware of European scientific achievements by 1650. Insofar as they were in-
terested in these developments, it was for their practical usefulness in making maps and 
calendars rather than for their larger philosophical implications. In any event, the 
notion of a sun-centered solar system did not cause the kind of upset that it did in 
Europe.35

More broadly, theoretical science of any kind — Muslim or European — faced an 
uphill struggle in the face of a conservative Islamic educational system. In 1580, for 
example, a highly sophisticated astronomical observatory was dismantled under pres-
sure from conservative religious scholars and teachers, who interpreted an outbreak 
of the plague as God’s disapproval with those who sought to understand his secrets. 
As in Japan, the systematic embrace of Western science would have to await the nine-
teenth century, when the Ottoman Empire was under far more intense European 
pressure and reform seemed more necessary.
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Reflections: Cultural Borrowing 
and Its Hazards

Ideas are important in human history. They shape the mental or cultural worlds that 
people everywhere inhabit, and they often influence behavior as well. Many of the 
ideas developed or introduced during the early modern era have had enormous and 
continuing significance in the centuries that followed. The Western Hemisphere was 
solidly incorporated into Christendom. A Wahhabi version of Islam remains the of-
ficial faith of Saudi Arabia into the twenty-first century and has influenced many 
contemporary Islamic revival movements, including al-Qaeda. Modern science and 
the associated notions of progress have become for many people something approach-
ing a new religion.

Accompanying the development of these ideas has been a great deal of cultural 
borrowing. Filipinos, Siberians, and many Native American peoples borrowed ele-
ments of Christianity from Europeans. Numerous Asian and African peoples borrowed 
Islam from the Arabs. North Indian Sikhs drew on both Hindu and Muslim teach-
ings. Europeans borrowed scientific and medical ideas from the Islamic world and 
subsequently contributed their own rich scientific thinking to the entire planet.

In virtually every case, though, borrowing was selective rather than wholesale, 
even when it took place under conditions of foreign domination or colonial rule. 
Many peoples who appropriated Christianity or Islam certainly did not accept the 
rigid exclusivity and ardent monotheism of more orthodox versions of those faiths. 
Elite Chinese were far more interested in European mapmaking and mathematics 
than in Western medicine, while Japanese scholars became fascinated with the ana-
tomical work of the Dutch. Neither, however, adopted Christianity in a widespread 
manner.

Borrowing was frequently the occasion for serious conflict. Some objected to 
much borrowing at all, particularly when it occurred under conditions of foreign 
domination or foreign threat. Thus members of the Taki Onqoy movement in Peru 
sought to wipe out Spanish influence and control, while Chinese and Japanese au-
thorities clamped down firmly on European missionaries, even as they maintained 
some interest in European technological and scientific skills. Another kind of conflict 
derived from the efforts to control the terms of cultural borrowing. For example, Eu-
ropean missionaries and Muslim reformers alike sought to root out “idolatry” among 
native converts.

To ease the tensions of cultural borrowing, efforts to “domesticate” foreign ideas 
and practices proliferated. Thus the Jesuits in China tried to point out similarities be-
tween Christianity and Confucianism, and Native American converts identified Chris-
tian saints with their own gods and spirits. By the late seventeenth century, some local 
churches in central Mexico had come to associate Catholicism less with the Spanish 
than with ancient pre-Aztec communities and beliefs that were now, supposedly, re-
stored to their rightful position.
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The pace of global cultural borrowing and its associated tensions stepped up even 
more as Europe’s modern transformation unfolded in the nineteenth century and as 
its imperial reach extended and deepened around the world.

Second Thoughts
What’s the Significance?

Protestant Reformation, 721–25 Wahhabi Islam, 736–37 European Enlightenment, 
Catholic Counter- kaozheng, 738  745–48 

Reformation, 723 Mirabai, 738–39 Voltaire, 746
Taki Onqoy, 730–31 Sikhism, 739 Condorcet and the idea of
Úrsula de Jesús, 730–31 Copernicus, 742  progress, 746–48
Jesuits in China, 732–34 Newton, 743–44

Big Picture Questions

1. Why did Christianity take hold in some places more than in others?
2. In what ways was the missionary message of Christianity shaped by the cultures of Asian 

and American peoples?
3. In what ways did the spread of Christianity, Islam, and modern science give rise to culturally 

based conflicts?
4. Looking Back: Based on Chapters 13 through 15, how might you challenge a Eurocentric 

understanding of the early modern era while acknowledging the growing role of Europeans 
on the global stage?
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two-way exchange of ideas between Europe and Asia in the early modern era.

Toby E. Huff, The Rise of Early Modern Science (2003). A fascinating and controversial explanation 
as to why modern science arose in the West rather than in China or the Islamic world.

Úrsula de Jesús, The Souls of Purgatory: The Spiritual Diary of a Seventeenth-Century Afro-Peruvian 
Mystic (2004). A scholarly introduction by Nancy E. van Deusen places Úrsula in a broader context.

Diarmaid MacCulloch, Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (2009). A masterful exploration 
of global Christianity with extensive coverage of the early modern era.

Deva Sobel, A More Perfect Heaven: How Copernicus Revolutionized the Cosmos (2011). A fascinat-
ing account of a major breakthrough in the Scientific Revolution.

Internet Modern History Sourcebook, “The Scientific Revolution,” http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/
mod/modsbook09.html. A collection of primary-source documents dealing with the breakthrough 
to modern science in Europe.
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Documents
Considering the Evidence: Renewal and Reform  

in the Early Modern World

Cultural and religious traditions change over time in various ways and for 
various reasons. Some of those changes occur as a result of internal ten-

sions or criticisms within those traditions or in response to social and economic 
transformations in the larger society. The Protestant Reformation, for example, 
grew out of deep dissatisfaction with prevailing teachings and practices of the 
Roman Catholic Church and drew support from a growing middle class and a 
disaffected peasantry. At other times, cultural change occurred by incorporat-
ing or reacting against new ideas drawn from contact with outsiders. Chinese 
Confucianism took on a distinctive tone and flavor as it drew on the insights of 
Buddhism, and a new South Asian religion called Sikhism sought to combine 
elements of Hindu and Muslim belief. Whatever the stimulus for cultural change, 
departures from accepted ways of thinking have sometimes been expressed as a 
return to a purer and more authentic past, even if that past is largely imaginary. 
In other cases, however, change was presented as a necessary break from an out-
moded past even if many elements from earlier times were retained.

All across the Eurasian world of the early modern era — in Western Europe, 
India, and the Middle East — significant protests against established ways of 
thinking were brewing. In each of the documents that follow, we are listening in 
on just one side of extended debates or controversies, focusing on those seek-
ing change. To what extent were these changes moving in the same direction? 
How did they differ? What were the sources of these changes and how were 
they expressed? How might those who opposed these changes respond?

Document 15.1

Luther’s Protest
Europe was home to perhaps the most substantial cultural transformations of 
the early modern centuries. There the Protestant Reformation sharply chal-
lenged both the doctrines and the authority of the Roman Catholic Church, 
ending the religious monopoly that the Church had exercised in Western 
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On the Bible
No greater mischief can happen to a Christian 
people, than to have God’s Word taken from them, 
or falsified, so that they no longer have it pure and 
clear. The ungodly papists prefer the authority of 

the church far above God’s Word; a blasphemy 
abominable and not to be endured; wherewith, void 
of all shame and piety, they spit in God’s face.

Pope, cardinals, bishops, not a soul of them has 
read the Bible; ’tis a book unknown to them. They 

Europe for many centuries and introducing a bitter and often violent divide 
into the religious and political life of the region. Then the practitioners of the 
Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment that followed from it, introduced 
a revolutionary new understanding of both the physical world and human so-
ciety while urging novel means of obtaining knowledge.

The Protestant Reformation and the Scientific Revolution/Enlightenment 
shared a common hostility to established authority, and they both represented 
a clear departure from previous patterns of thought and behavior. But they dif-
fered sharply in how they represented the changes they sought. Reformation 
leaders looked to the past, seeking to restore or renew what they believed was 
an earlier and more authentic version of Christianity. Leaders of the Scientific 
Revolution and the Enlightenment, on the other hand, foresaw and embraced 
an altogether new world in the making. They were the “moderns” combating 
the “ancients.”

The most prominent figure in the Protestant Reformation was Martin 
Luther (1483–1546), a German monk, priest, and theologian (see pp. 721–23). 
A prolific writer, Luther composed theological treatises, translations of the 
Bible into German, and many hymns. The excerpts in Document 15.1, however, 
come from conversations with his students, friends, and colleagues, which they 
carefully recorded. After Luther’s death, these recollections of the reformer’s 
thoughts were collected and published under the title Table Talk.

■ Based on this document, what issues drove the Protestant Reformation?

■ What theological questions are addressed in these excerpts? How does 
Luther understand the concepts of law, good works, grace, and faith?

■ In what ways is Luther critical of the papacy, monks, and the monastic 
orders of the Catholic Church?

■ Why might Catholic authorities challenge Luther’s singular emphasis on 
the Bible? In what other ways might thoughtful Catholics respond to 
Luther’s charges? (See pp. 723–24 on the Catholic or Counter- 
Reformation.)

Martin Luther

Table Talk
Early Sixteenth Century
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of metals, but the pope coins money out of every 
thing — indulgences, ceremonies, dispensations, par-
dons; ’tis all fish comes to his net. . . .

The pope and his crew are mere worshippers of 
idols, and servants of the devil. . . . He pretends great 
holiness, under color of the outward service of God, 
for he has instituted orders with hoods, with shav-
ings, fasting, eating of fish, saying mass, and such 
like. . . . [F]or his doctrine he gets money and wealth, 
honor and power, and is so great a monarch, that he 
can bring emperors under his girdle.

The chief cause that I fell out with the pope was 
this: the pope boasted that he was the head of the 
church, and condemned all that would not be un-
der his power and authority. . . .

The fasting of the friars is more easy to them 
than our eating to us. For one day of fasting there are 
three of feasting. Every friar for his supper has two 
quarts of beer, a quart of wine, and spice-cakes, or 
bread prepared with spice and salt, the better to rel-
ish their drink. Thus go on these poor fasting breth-
ren; getting so pale and wan, they are like the fiery 
angels.

The state of celibacy is great hypocrisy and 
wickedness. . . . Christ with one sentence confutes 
all their arguments: God created them male and 
 female. . . . Now eating, drinking, marrying, etc., are 
of God’s making, therefore they are good. . . .

A Christian’s worshipping is not the external, 
hypocritical mask that our spiritual friars wear, when 
they chastise their bodies, torment and make them-
selves faint, with ostentatious fasting, watching, sing-
ing, wearing hair shirts, scourging themselves, etc. 
Such worshipping God desires not.

are a pack of guzzling, stuffing wretches, rich, wal-
lowing in wealth and laziness, resting secure in their 
power, and never, for a moment, thinking of accom-
plishing God’s will.

On Salvation
He that goes from the gospel to the law, thinking to 
be saved by good works, falls as uneasily as he who 
falls from the true service of God to idolatry; for, 
without Christ, all is idolatry and fictitious imagin-
ings of God, whether of the Turkish Koran, of the 
pope’s decrees, or Moses’ law.

The Gospel preaches nothing of the merit of 
works; he that says the Gospel requires works for 
salvation, I say, flat and plain, is a liar. Nothing that is 
properly good proceeds out of the works of the law, 
unless grace be present; for what we are forced to do, 
goes not from the heart, nor is acceptable.

But a true Christian says: I am justified and saved 
only by faith in Christ, without any works or mer-
its of my own. . . .

Prayer in popedom is mere tongue-threshing . . . ;  
not prayer but a work of obedience.

On the Pope and the Church Hierarchy
The great prelates, the puffed-up saints, the rich 
usurers, the ox drovers that seek unconscionable 
gain, etc., these are not God’s servants. . . .

Our dealing and proceeding against the pope is 
altogether excommunication, which is simply the 
public declaration that a person is disobedient to 
Christ’s Word. Now we affirm in public, that the 
pope and his retinue believe not; therefore we con-
clude that he shall not be saved, but be damned. . . .

Antichrist is the pope and the Turk together; a 
beast full of life must have a body and soul; the spirit 
or soul of antichrist is the pope, his flesh or body 
the Turk. . . . Kings and princes coin money only out 

Source: William Hazlitt, ed. and trans., The Table Talk of 
Martin Luther (London: H. G. Bohn, 1857).



756 chapter 15 / cultural transformations: religion and science, 1450–1750

The Ninth Epoch: From Descartes to 
the Formation of the French Republic
[T]he progress of philosophy . . . destroyed within 
the general mass of people the prejudices that have 
afflicted and corrupted the human race for so long 
a time.

Humanity was finally permitted to boldly pro-
claim the long ignored right to submit every opin-
ion to reason, that is to utilize the only instrument 
given to us for grasping and recognizing the truth. 
Each human learned with a sort of pride that nature 
had never destined him to believe the word of others. 
The superstitions of antiquity and the abasement of 
reason before the madness of supernatural religion 
disappeared from society just as they had disappeared 
from philosophy. . . .

Document 15.2

Progress and Enlightenment
If the Protestant Reformation represented a major change within the frame-
work of the Christian faith, the Scientific Revolution and the European En-
lightenment (see pp. 740–50) came to be seen by many as a challenge to all 
Christian understandings of the world. After all, those two movements cele-
brated the powers of human reason to unlock the mysteries of the universe 
and proclaimed the possibility of a new human society shaped by human rea-
son. Among the most prominent spokesmen for the Enlightenment was the 
Marquis de Condorcet (1743–1794), a French mathematician, philosopher, and 
active participant in the French Revolution. In his Sketch of the Progress of the 
Human Mind, Condorcet described ten stages of human development. Docu-
ment 15.2 contains excerpts from “The Ninth Epoch,” whose title refers to 
the era in which Cordorcet was living, and the “The Tenth Epoch,” referring 
to the age to come. Condorcet’s optimism about that future was not borne out 
in his own life, for he fell afoul of the radicalism of the French Revolution and 
died in prison in 1794.

■ What is Condorcet’s view of the relationship between the Scientific 
Revolution and the Enlightenment?

■ How, precisely, does Condorcet imagine the future of humankind?

■ How might Martin Luther respond to Condorcet’s vision of the future? 
How do their understandings of human potential differ?

■ To what extent have Condorcet’s predictions come to fruition in the 
two centuries since his death?

Marquis de Condorcet

Sketch of the Progress of the Human Mind
1793–1794

Source: Marquis de Condorcet, Sketch of the Progress of 
the Human Mind (Paris: Firmin Didot Frères, 1847), 
Epoch IX and Epoch X.
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working with the slow but certain effects of prog-
ress in their colonies, will not soon produce the 
independence of the new world; and that then the 
European population, spreading rapidly across that 
immense land, must either civilize or make disap-
pear the savage peoples that now inhabit these vast 
continents? . . .

Thus the day will come when the sun will shine 
only on free men born knowing no other master 
but their reason; where tyrants and their slaves, 
priests and their ignorant, hypocritical writings will 
exist only in the history books and theaters. . . . If we 
consider the human creations based on scientific 
theories, we shall see that their progress can have no 
limits; . . . that new tools, machines, and looms will 
add every day to the capabilities and skill of humans; 
they will improve and perfect the precision of their 
products while decreasing the amount of time and 
labor needed to produce them. . . .

A smaller piece of land will be able to produce 
commodities of greater usefulness and value than be-
fore; greater benefits will be obtained with less waste; 
the production of the same industrial product will 
result in less destruction of raw materials and greater 
durability. . . . [E]ach individual will work less but 
more productively and will be able to better satisfy 
his needs. . . .

Among the advances of the human mind we 
should reckon as most important for the general wel-
fare is the complete destruction of those prejudices 
that have established an inequality of rights between 
the sexes, an inequality damaging even to the party 
it favors. . . .

The most enlightened people . . . will slowly 
come to perceive war as the deadliest plague and the 
most monstrous of crimes. . . . They will understand 
that they cannot become conquerors without losing 
their liberty; that perpetual alliances are the only way 
to preserve independence; and that they should seek 
their security, not power. . . .

We may conclude then that the perfectibility of 
humanity is indefinite.

Finally, can we not also extend the same hopes to 
the intellectual and moral faculties? . . . Is it not also 
probable that education, while perfecting these quali-
ties, will also influence, modify, and improve that 
bodily nature itself ? . . .

If we were to limit ourselves to showing the 
benefits derived from the immediate applications of 
the sciences, or in their applications to man-made 
devices for the well-being of individuals and the 
prosperity of nations, we would be making known 
only a slim part of their benefits. The most impor-
tant, perhaps, is having destroyed prejudices, and 
reestablished human intelligence, which until then 
had been forced to bend down to false instructions 
instilled in it by absurd beliefs passed on to the chil-
dren of each generation by the terrors of superstition 
and the fear of tyranny. . . .

The advances of scientific knowledge are all the 
more deadly to these errors because they destroy 
them without appearing to attack them, while lav-
ishing on those who stubbornly defend them the 
degrading taunt of ignorance. . . .

Finally this progress of scientific knowledge . . .  
results in a belief that not birth, professional status, or 
social standing gives anyone the right to judge some-
thing he does not understand. This unstoppable prog-
ress cannot be observed without having enlightened 
men search unceasingly for ways to make the other 
branches of learning follow the same path. . . .

The Tenth Epoch: The Future  
Progress of the Human Mind
Our hopes for the future of the human species may 
be reduced to three important points: the destruction 
of inequality among nations; the progress of equality 
within nations themselves; and finally, the real im-
provement of humanity. Should not all the nations of 
the world approach one day the state of civilization 
reached by the most enlightened peoples such as the 
French and the Anglo-Americans? Will not the slav-
ery of nations subjected to kings, the barbarity of Af-
rican tribes, and the ignorance of savages gradually 
disappear? . . .

If we cast an eye at the existing state of the globe, 
we will see right away that in Europe the principles 
of the French constitution are already those of all en-
lightened men. We will see that they are too widely 
disseminated and too openly professed for the efforts 
of tyrants and priests to prevent them from pene-
trating into the hovels of their slaves. . . .

Can it be doubted that either wisdom or the 
senseless feuds of the European nations themselves, 
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Now I was engaged in the holy war . . . , when 
God, praised be He, graciously permitted us 

to enter Mecca. . . . Now, though we were more nu-
merous, better armed and disciplined than the people 
of Mecca, yet we did not cut down their trees, nei-
ther did we hunt, nor shed any blood except the 
blood of victims, and of those four-footed beasts 
which the Lord has made lawful by his commands.

When our pilgrimage was over . . . our leader, 
whom the Lord saves, explained to the divines what 
we required of the people, . . . namely, a pure belief in 
the Unity of God Almighty. He pointed out to them 
that there was no dispute between us and them ex-
cept on two points, and that one of these was a sin-
cere belief in the Unity of God, and a knowledge 
of the different kinds of prayer. . . .

They then acknowledged our belief, and there 
was not one among them who doubted. . . . And they 
swore a binding oath, although we had not asked 
them, that their hearts had been opened and their 
doubts removed, and that they were convinced who-

Document 15.3

The Wahhabi Perspective on Islam
Within the Islamic world, the major cultural movements of the early modern 
era were those of religious renewal. Such movements sought to eliminate the 
“deviations” that had crept into Islamic practice over the centuries and to re-
turn to a purer version of the faith that presumably had prevailed during the 
foundational period of the religion. The most influential of these movements 
was associated with Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, whose revivalist move-
ment spread widely in Arabia during the second half of the eighteenth century 
(see pp. 736–37). Document 15.3, written by the grandson of al-Wahhab shortly 
after the capture of Mecca in 1803, provides a window into the outlook of 
Wahhabi Islam.

■ What specific objections did the Wahhabis have to the prevailing practice 
of Islam in eighteenth-century Arabia?

■ How did Wahhabis put their ideas into practice once they had seized 
control of Mecca?

■ What similarities do you see between the outlook of the Wahhabis and 
that of Martin Luther? What differences can you identify?

■ How might you compare eighteenth-century Wahhabi Islam with 
movements of Islamic renewal, or “fundamentalism,” in the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first centuries? (See Chapter 23.)

Abdullah Wahhab

History and Doctrines of the Wahhabis
1803

Source: J. O’Kinealy, “Translation of an Arabic Pamphlet 
on the History and Doctrines of the Wahhabis,” Journal 
of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 43 (1874): 68–82.
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to exercise our reason in all matters of religion, and 
of our faith, save that we follow our judgment where 
a point is clearly demonstrated to us in either the 
Quran or the Sunnah.° . . . We do not command the 
destruction of any writings except such as tend to 
cast people into infidelity to injure their faith, such 
as those on Logic, which have been prohibited by 
all Divines. But we are not very exacting with re-
gard to books or documents of this nature; if they 
appear to assist our opponents, we destroy them. . . .  
We do not consider it proper to make Arabs pris-
oners of war, nor have we done so, neither do we 
fight with other nations. Finally, we do not consider 
it lawful to kill women or children. . . .

We consider pilgrimage is supported by legal 
custom, but it should not be undertaken except to 
a mosque, and for the purpose of praying in it. 
Therefore, whoever performs pilgrimage for this 
purpose, is not wrong, and doubtless those who 
spend the precious moments of their existence in 
invoking the Prophet, shall . . . obtain happiness in 
this world and the next. . . . We do not deny miracu-
lous powers to the saints, but on the contrary allow 
them. . . . But whether alive or dead, they must not 
be made the object of any form of worship. . . .

We prohibit those forms of Bidah° that affect re-
ligion or pious works. Thus drinking coffee, recit-
ing poetry, praising kings, do not affect religion or 
pious works and are not prohibited. . . .

All games are lawful. Our prophet allowed play 
in his mosque. So it is lawful to chide and punish 
persons in various ways; to train them in the use of 
different weapons; or to use anything which tends 
to encourage warriors in battle, such as a war-drum. 
But it must not be accompanied with musical in-
struments. These are forbidden, and indeed the dif-
ference between them and a war drum is clear.

ever said, “Oh prophet of God!” or “Oh Ibn ’Abbes!” 
or “Oh ’Abdul Qadir!” or called on any other cre-
ated being, thus entreating him to turn away evil or 
grant what is good (where the power belongs to 
God alone), such as recovery from sickness, or vic-
tory over enemies, or protection from temptation, 
etc.; he is a Mushrik, guilty of the most heinous 
form of shirk,° his blood shall be shed and property 
confiscated. . . . Again, the tombs which had been 
erected over the remains of the pious, had become 
in these times as it were idols where the people 
went to pray for what they required; they humbled 
themselves before them, and called upon those lying 
in them, in their distress, just as did those who were 
in darkness before the coming of Muhammad. . . .

We razed all the large tombs in the city which 
the people generally worshipped and believed in, and 
by which they hoped to obtain benefits or ward off 
evil, so that there did not remain an idol to be 
adored in that pure city, for which God be praised. 
Then the taxes and customs we abolished, all the 
different kinds of instruments for using tobacco we 
destroyed, and tobacco itself we proclaimed forbid-
den. Next we burned the dwellings of those selling 
hashish, and living in open wickedness, and issued a 
proclamation, directing the people to constantly ex-
ercise themselves in prayer. They were not to pray in 
separate groups . . . , but all were directed to arrange 
themselves at each time of prayer behind any Imam 
who is a follower of any of the four Imams.° . . . For 
in this way the Lord would be worshiped by as it 
were one voice, the faithful of all sects would be-
come friendly disposed towards each other, and all 
dissensions would cease. . . .

[W]e do not reject anyone who follows any of 
the four Imams, as do the Shias. . . . We do not claim 

°shirk: unbelief.

°the four Imams: founders of the four major schools 
of Islamic law.

°Sunnah: traditions of Muhammad’s actions.

°Bidah: improper or erroneous behavior.
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O servant, where dost thou seek Me? Lo! I am 
beside thee.

I am neither in temple nor in mosque: I am 
neither in Kaaba° nor in Kailash:°

Neither am I in rites and ceremonies, nor in Yoga 
and renunciation.

If thou art a true seeker, thou shalt at once see 
Me: . . . Kabir says, “O Sadhu!° God is the 
breath of all breath.”

It is needless to ask of a saint the caste to which 
he belongs;

Document 15.4

The Poetry of Kabir
Early modern India was a place of much religious creativity and the interaction 
of various traditions. The majority of India’s people practiced one or another 
of the many forms of Hinduism, while its Mughal rulers and perhaps 20 per-
cent of the population were Muslims. And a new religion — Sikhism — took 
shape in the sixteenth century as well (see pp. 738–39). Certainly there was ten-
sion and sometimes conflict among these religious communities, but not all 
was hostility across religious boundaries. In the writings of Kabir (1440–1518), 
perhaps India’s most beloved poet, the sectarian differences among these reli-
gions dissolved into a mystical and transcendent love of the Divine in all of its 
many forms. Born into a family of Muslim weavers, Kabir as a young man be-
came a student of a famous Hindu ascetic, Ramananda. Kabir’s own poetry was 
and remains revered among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs alike. Document 15.4 
contains selections from his poetry, translated by the famous Indian writer 
Rabindranath Tagore in the early twentieth century.

■ In what ways was Kabir critical of conventional religious practice — 
both Muslim and Hindu?

■ How would you describe Kabir’s religious vision?

■ How might more orthodox Hindus and Muslims respond to Kabir? 
How would the Wahhabis in particular take issue with Kabir’s religious 
outlook?

Kabir

Poetry
ca. Late Fifteenth Century

°Kaaba: the central shrine of Islam in Mecca.

°Kailash: a mountain sacred to Hindus.
°Sadhu: a Hindu spiritual seeker who has abandoned 
ordinary life.
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Yoga and the telling of beads, virtue and vice —  
these are naught to Him.”

I do not ring the temple bell:
I do not set the idol on its throne:
I do not worship the image with flowers.
It is not the austerities that mortify the flesh which 

are pleasing to the Lord,
When you leave off your clothes and kill your 

senses, you do not please the Lord.
The man who is kind and who practices righteous-

ness, who remains passive amidst the affairs of 
the world, who considers all creatures on earth 
as his own self,

He attains the Immortal Being, the true God is 
ever with him.

There is nothing but water at the holy bathing 
places;

And I know that they are useless, for I have bathed 
in them.

The images are all lifeless, they cannot speak; I 
know, for I have cried aloud to them.

The Purana° and the Koran are mere words; 
lifting up the curtain, I have seen.

Kabir gives utterance to the words of experience; 
and he knows very well that all other things 
are untrue.

For the priest, the warrior, the tradesman, and all 
the thirty-six castes, alike are seeking for 
God. . . .

The barber has sought God, the washerwoman, 
and the carpenter — 

Even Raidas° was a seeker after God.
The Rishi Swapacha was a tanner by caste [an 

untouchable].
Hindus and Moslems alike have achieved that End, 

where remains no mark of distinction.

Within this earthen vessel° are bowers and groves, 
and within it is the Creator:

Within this vessel are the seven oceans and the 
unnumbered stars.

The touchstone and the jewel-appraiser are within;
And within this vessel the Eternal soundeth, and 

the spring wells up.
Kabir says: “Listen to me, my Friend! My beloved
Lord is within.”

Your Lord is near: yet you are climbing the 
palm-tree to seek Him.

The Brâhman priest goes from house to house 
and initiates people into faith:

Alas! the true fountain of life is beside you, and 
you have set up a stone to worship.

Kabir says: “I may never express how sweet my 
Lord is.

Using the Evidence: Renewal and Reform  
in the Early Modern World

1. Identifying the object of protest: Each of these documents is 
protesting or criticizing something. How might you compare the ideas, 
practices, or authorities against which they are reacting? What historical 
circumstances generated these protests?

°Raidas: a Hindu poet from a low-ranking Sudra caste.

°earthen vessel: the human body.

°Purana: Hindu religious texts.

Source: Rabindranath Tagore, trans., The Songs of Kabir 
(New York: Macmillan, 1915).
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2. Comparing views of human potential: In what different ways 
might each of these authors understand human potential? What do they 
believe is necessary to realize or fulfill that potential?

3. Comparing religious reformers: Consider the religious outlook of 
Luther, al-Wahhab, and Kabir. What similarities and differences can you 
identify?

4. Imagining a conversation: Construct an imaginary debate or 
conversation between Condorcet and one or more of the religious or 
spiritually inclined authors of these documents.



763

Visual Sources
Considering the Evidence: Global Christianity  

in the Early Modern Era

During the early modern centuries, the world of European Christendom, 
long divided between its Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 

branches, underwent two major transformations. First, the Reformation sharply 
divided Western Christendom into bitterly hostile Protestant and Catholic 
halves. And while that process was unfolding in Europe, missionaries — mostly 
Roman Catholic — rode the tide of European expansion to establish the faith 
in the Americas and parts of Africa and Asia. In those places, native converts 
sometimes imitated European patterns and at other times adapted the new 
religion to their own cultural traditions. Furthermore, smaller but ancient Chris-
tian communities persisted in Ethiopia, Armenia, Egypt, southern India, and 
elsewhere. Thus the Christian world of the early modern era was far more 
globalized and much more varied than before 1500. That variety found expres-
sion in both art and architecture, as the visual sources that follow illustrate.

Some of the differences between Protestant and Catholic Christianity be-
come apparent in the interiors of their churches. To Martin Luther, the founder 
of Protestant Christianity, elaborate church interiors, with their many sculptures 
and paintings, represented a spiritual danger, for he feared that the wealthy few 
who endowed such images would come to believe that they were buying their 
way into heaven rather than relying on God’s grace. “It would be better,” he 
wrote, “if we gave less to the churches and altars, . . . and more to the needy.”36 
John Calvin, the prominent French-born Protestant theologian, went even 
further, declaring that “God forbade . . . the making of any images represent-
ing him.”37

Behind such statements lay different understandings of the church building. 
While Roman Catholics generally saw a church as a temple or “house of God,” 
sacred because it is where God dwells on earth, Protestants viewed churches 
more as meetinghouses, gathering places for a congregation. They were not sa-
cred in themselves as places, but only on account of the worship that occurred 
within them.38 Furthermore, to Protestants, images of the saints were an invi-
tation to idolatry. Acting on such ideas, Protestants in various places stripped 
older churches of the offending images, decapitated statues, and sometimes 
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ritually burned statues and paintings at the stake. The new churches they created 
were often quite different from their Catholic counterparts. Visual Source 15.1, 
a painting by Dutch artist Pieter Saenredam from about 1645, portrays the 
interior of a typical Dutch Reformed (Protestant) Church.

Roman Catholic response to the Reformation took shape in the Catholic 
or Counter-Reformation (see pp. 723–25). That vigorous movement found 
expression in a style of church architecture known as Baroque, which emerged 
powerfully in Catholic Europe as well as in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies 
of Latin America during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The inte-
riors of such churches were ornately adorned with paintings, ceiling frescoes, 
and statues, depicting Jesus on the cross, the Virgin and child, numerous saints, 
and biblical stories. The exuberant art of these church interiors appealed to the 
senses, seeking to provoke an emotional response of mystery, awe, and gran-
deur while kindling the faith of the worshippers and binding them firmly to 
the Catholic Church in the face of Protestant competition. Visual Source 15.2 
is a photograph of the interior of the Pilgrimage Church of Mariazell, located 
in present-day Austria. A church site since the twelfth century, the building was 
enlarged and refurbished in Baroque style in the seventeenth century.

Visual Source 15.1 Pieter Saenredam, Interior of a Dutch Reformed Church (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)
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■ What obvious differences do you notice between these two church 
interiors? What kind of emotional responses would each of them have 
evoked?

■ In what ways do these church interiors reflect differences between 
Protestant and Catholic theology? (See Snapshot, p. 725.) Why does the 
Protestant congregation face toward the pulpit, from which the minister 
presents his sermon, while the Catholic worshippers look toward the 
altar, where Holy Communion takes place?

Visual Source 15.2 Catholic Baroque: Interior of Pilgrimage Church, Mariazell, 
Austria (Werner Forman/Art Resource)
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■ How might Protestants and Catholics have reacted upon entering each 
other’s churches?

■ Keep in mind that Visual Source 15.1 is a painting. Why do you think 
the artist showed the people disproportionately small?

Throughout Latin America, Christianity was established in the context of 
European conquest and colonial rule (see pp. 728–29). As the new faith took 
hold across the region, it incorporated much that was of European origin as the 
construction of many large and ornate Baroque churches illustrates. But local 
communities also sought to blend this European Catholic Christianity with re-
ligious symbols and concepts drawn from their own traditions in a process that 
historians call syncretism. In the Andes, for example, Inca religion featured a 
supreme creator god (Viracocha); a sun god (Inti), regarded as the creator of the 
Inca people; a moon goddess (Killa), who was the wife of Inti and was attended 
by an order of priestesses; and an earth mother goddess (Pachamama), associ-
ated with mountain peaks and fertility. Those religious figures found their way 
into Andean understanding of Christianity, as Visual Source 15.3 illustrates.

Painted around 1740 by an unknown artist, this striking image shows the 
Virgin Mary placed within the “rich mountain” of Potosí in Bolivia, from 
which the Spanish had extracted so much silver (see Chapter 14, p. 680). Thus, 
Christianity was visually expressed in an Andean tradition that viewed moun-
tains as the embodiment of the gods. A number of smaller figures within the 
mountain represent the native miners whose labor had enriched their colo-
nial rulers. A somewhat larger figure at the bottom of the mountain is an Inca 
ruler dressed in royal garb receiving tribute from his people. At the bottom left 
are the pope and a cardinal, while on the right stands the Habsburg emperor 
Charles V and perhaps his wife.

■ What is Mary’s relationship to the heavenly beings standing above her 
(God the Father on the right; the dove, symbolizing the Holy Spirit in 
the center; and Jesus to the left) as well as to the miners at work in the 
mountain? What is the significance of the crown above her head and 
her outstretched arms?

■ The European figures at the bottom are shown in a posture of prayer or 
thanksgiving. What might the artist have been trying to convey? How 
would you interpret the relative size of the European and Andean figures?

■ Why do you think the artist placed Mary actually inside the mountain 
rather than on it, while depicting her dress in a mountain-like form?

■ What marks this painting and the one on p. 729 as examples of syncretism?

■ Do you read these two images from the Andes as subversive of the colonial 
order or as supportive of it? Do you think the artist who painted Visual 
Source 15.3 was a European or a Native American Christian?
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In China, unlike Latin America, Christian missionaries operated in a setting 
wholly outside of European political control, bringing their faith to a powerful 
and proud civilization, long dominant in eastern Asia, where Confucianism, 
Daoism, and Buddhism had for many centuries mixed and mingled. The out-
come of those missionary efforts was far more modest and much less successful 
than in the Americas. Nonetheless, in China too the tendency toward syncre-
tism was evident. Jesuit missionaries themselves sought to present the Chris-
tian message within a Chinese cultural context to the intellectual and political 

Visual Source 15.3 Cultural Blending in Andean Christianity (Nick 
Buxton, photographer)
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elites who were their primary target audience. And Chinese Christians often 
transposed the new religion into more familiar cultural concepts. European 
critics of the Jesuit approach, however, feared that syncretism watered down the 
Christian message and risked losing its distinctive character.

Visual Source 15.4 provides an example of Christianity becoming Chi-
nese.39 In the early seventeenth century, the Jesuits published several books in 
the Chinese language describing the life of Christ and illustrated them with a 
series of woodblock prints created by Chinese artists affiliated with the Jesuits. 
Although they were clearly modeled on European images, those prints cast 
Christian figures into an altogether Chinese setting. The print in Visual 
Source 15.4 portrays the familiar biblical story of the annunciation, when an 
angel informs Mary that she will be the mother of Jesus. The house and furni-
ture shown in the print suggest the dwelling of a wealthy Chinese scholar. The 
reading table in front of Mary was a common item in the homes of the literary 
elite of the time. The view from the window shows a seascape, mountains in 
the distance, a lone tree, and a “scholar’s rock” — all of which were common 
features in Chinese landscape painting. The clouds that appear at the angel’s feet 
and around the shaft of light shining on Mary are identical to those associated 
with sacred Buddhist and Daoist figures. To Chinese eyes, the angel might well 
appear as a Buddhist bodhisattva, while Mary may resemble a Ming dynasty 
noblewoman or perhaps Kuanyin, the Chinese Buddhist goddess of mercy and 
compassion.

■ What specifically Chinese elements can you identify in this image?

■ To whom might this image have been directed?

■ How might educated Chinese have responded to this image?

■ The European engraving on which this Chinese print was modeled 
included in the background the scene of Jesus’ crucifixion. Why might 
the Chinese artist have chosen to omit that scene from his image?

■ How would European critics of the Jesuits’ approach to missionary work 
have reacted to this image? To what extent has the basic message of 
Catholic Christianity been retained or altered in this Chinese cultural 
setting?

As Chinese emperors welcomed Jesuit missionaries at court, so too did the 
rulers of Mughal India during the time of Akbar and Jahangir (1556–1627). 
But while Chinese elite circles received the Jesuits for their scientific skills, 
especially in astronomy, the Mughal court seemed more interested in the re-
ligious and artistic achievements of European civilization. Akbar invited the 
Jesuits to take part in cross-religious discussions that included Muslim, Hindu, 
Jain, and Zoroastrian scholars. Furthermore, the Mughal emperors eagerly em-
braced the art of late Renaissance Europe, which the Jesuits provided to them, 
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much of it devotional and distinctly Christian. Mughal artists quickly learned 
to paint in the European style, and soon murals featuring Jesus, Mary, and 
Christian saints appeared on the walls of palaces, garden pavilions, and harems 
of the Mughal court, while miniature paintings adorned books, albums, and 
jewelry.

In religious terms, however, the Jesuit efforts were “a fantastic and extrava-
gant failure,”40 for these Muslim rulers of India were not in the least inter-
ested in abandoning Islam for the Christian faith, and few conversions of any 
kind occurred. Akbar and Jahangir, however, were cosmopolitan connoisseurs 
of art, which they collected, reproduced, and displayed. European religious art 
also had propaganda value in enhancing their status. Jesus and Mary, after all, 
had a prominent place within Islam. Jesus was seen both as an earlier prophet 

Visual Source 15.4 Making 
Christianity Chinese (ARSI, 
Jap. Sin. I 43 f. 74v)
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and as a mystical figure, similar to the Sufi masters who were so important in 
Indian Islam. Mughal paintings, pairing the adult Jesus and Mary side by side, 
were placed above the imperial throne as well as on the emperor’s jewelry and 
his official seal, suggesting an identification of Jesus and a semi-divine emperor. 
That the mothers of both Akbar and Jahangir were named Mary only added 
to the appeal. Thus Akbar and Jahangir sought to incorporate European-style 
Christian art into their efforts to create a blended and tolerant religious culture 
for the elites of their vast and diverse realm. It was a culture that drew on Islam, 
Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, and Christianity.

But as Catholic devotional art was reworked by Mughal artists, it was also 
subtly changed. Visual Source 15.5 shows an early seventeenth-century depic-
tion of the Holy Family painted by an Indian artist.

■ Why do you think that this Mughal painter portrayed Mary and Joseph 
as rather distinguished and educated persons rather than as the humble 
carpenter and his peasant wife, as in so many European images? Why 

Visual Source 15.5 Christian Art 
at the Mughal Court (The Holy 
Family (vellum)/Free Library of 
Philadelphia/The Bridgeman Art 
Library)
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might he have placed the family in rather palatial surroundings instead 
of a stable?

■ How do you imagine European missionaries responded to this represen-
tation of the Holy Family?

■ How might more orthodox Muslims have reacted to the larger project of 
creating a blended religion making use of elements from many tradi-
tions? Consider the possible reactions of the Wahhabis (Document 15.3, 
pp. 758–59) and Kabir (Document 15.4, pp. 760–61).

■ What similarities can you identify between this Indian image and the 
Chinese print in Visual Source 15.4? Pay attention to the setting, the 
clothing, and the class status of the human figures, and the scenes outside 
the windows.

Using the Evidence: Global Christianity  
in the Early Modern Era

1. Making comparisons: What common Christian elements can you 
identify in these visual sources? What differences in the expression of 
Christianity can you define?

2. Considering Mary: The Catholic Christian tradition as it developed in 
Latin America, China, and India as well as Europe provided a very impor-
tant place for representations of the Virgin Mary. Why might this feature 
of the Christian message have been so widely appealing? But in what ways 
does the image of the Holy Mother differ in Visual Sources 15.3, 15.4, 
and 15.5? In what ways were those images adapted to the distinctive 
cultures in which they were created?

3. Pondering syncretism: From a missionary viewpoint, develop argu-
ments for and against religious syncretism using these visual sources as 
points of reference.

4. Considering visual sources as evidence: What are the strengths and 
limitations of these visual sources, as opposed to texts, as historians seek 
to understand the globalization of Christianity in the early modern era? 
What other visual sources might be useful?
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Chapter 15 Wrap Up

The Word to Know: Missionary

The Oxford English Dictionary defines missionary as “a person sent on or engaged in a religious 
 mission abroad.” Think about what motivates a person to travel and spread God’s word to non-
believers. Then, write a paragraph from the perspective of a missionary who went to China or to 
Latin America. Include in your paragraph, why you went and at least two outcomes of the work 
that you and your colleagues did there.

The Spread of Christianity in China and the Americas

Compare the conditions and process undertaken, as well as the short- and long-terms effects of the 
spread of Christianity to China and to Latin America.

Conditions Process Short-term effects Long-term effects

Christianity in  
Latin America

Christianity in  
China

Protesting the Roman Catholic Church

The documents in this section provide three examples of protests against the Catholic Church. 
Read each document carefully, keeping in mind each author’s point of view.

STEP ONE

STEP TWO

STEP THREE



 chapter 15 / wrap up 15-b

1. Document 15.1, Martin Luther, Table Talk, early sixteenth century
Begin by reading Document 15.1 on pages 753–55, an excerpt from Martin Luther’s Table Talk, 
 written in the early sixteenth century.  Then answer the questions below.

 ■ Questions

a. In his critique of the Catholic Church, how does Luther describe the character of popes, 
cardinals, and bishops? What specific criticism does Martin Luther make of the pope?

b. What is Martin Luther’s overall point of view and what did he do about it in order to redress 
the concerns he has with the Church?

2. Galileo Galilei, Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina of Tuscany, 1615
Galileo was placed on trial by the Catholic Church for writing in his scientific treatises beliefs that 
some felt went against what was said in the Bible.  This letter was one of several responses of his to 
the charges. (See page 742 for a summary of Galileo’s discoveries.) Read the excerpt to his patron 
defending his beliefs, and then answer the questions that follow.

Source: Stillman Drake, ed., Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo, (New York: Anchor-Doubleday, 1957), 173–216.

 ■ Questions

a. How does Galileo argue that his scientific beliefs are not heretical?

b. What is Galileo’s overall point of view and what does he say in order to redress the concerns 
he had with the Church?

3. Emperior Kangxi, 1715
Pope Clément XI, upon learning how Christianity was being practiced in China, forbade Chinese 
converts to continue their own traditional practices. Read the quote from Kangxi and the sur-
rounding text on pages 732–34.  Then answer the questions below.

 ■ Questions

a. Why does Kangxi change his mind about tolerating Christianity?

b. What is Kangxi’s overall point of view and what did he do about it in order to redress the 
concerns he had with the Church?

“. . . I hold the sun to be situated motionless in 
the center of the revolution of the ce lestial orbs 
while the earth revolves about the sun. . . .  [T]hese 
men . . .  have endeavored to spread the opinion 
that such propositions in general are contrary to 
the Bible and are consequently damnable and 
heretical. . . .  But I do not feel obliged to believe 
that the same God who has endowed us with 

senses, reason, and intellect has intended us to 
forego their use and by some other means to 
give us knowledge which we can attain by them. 
He would not require us to deny sense and rea-
son in physical matters which are set before our 
eyes and minds by direct experience or neces-
sary demonstrations. . . .”


