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+ A Political Interpretation
of the Reformation

G. R. Elton

In more recent times the religious interpretation of the Refor-
mation has been challenged by political historians. This view is
illustrated by the following selection from the highly authorita-
tive Wew Cambridge Modern History. Here, G. R. Elton of
Cambnidge avgues that while spiritual and other factors are
relevant, primary importance for explaining why the Reforma-
tion did or did not take hold rests with political history.

CoONSIDER: How Elton supports his argument; the ways in
which Camevon might refute this interpretation.

The desire for spiritual nourishment was great in many
parts of Europe, and movements of thought which gave
intellectual content to what in so many ways was an in-
choate search for God have their own dignity. Neither
of these, however, comes first in explaining why the Ref-
ormation took root here and vanished there—why, in
fact, this complex of antipapal “heresies” led to a per-
manent division within the Church that had looked to
Rome. This particular place is occupied by politics and

Sousce: From G. R. Eiton, ed., The New Cambridge Modemn History,
vol. Il, The Reformation (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press, 1958), p. 5. Reprinted by permission.
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the play of secular ambitions. In short, the Reformation
maintained itself wherever the lay power (prince or
magistrates) favoured it; it could not survive where the
authorities decided to suppress ir. Scandinavia, the
German principalities, Geneva, in its own pcculiur way
also England, demonstrate the first; Spain, Italy, the
Habsburg lands in the east, and also (though not as vet
conclusively) France, the second. The famous phrase
behind the settlement of 1555—cuius regio eius religio—
was a practical commonplace long before anyone pur ir
into words. For this was the age of uniformity, an age
which held at all times and everywhere that one politi-
cal unit could not comprehend within itself two forms
of belief or worship.

The tenet rested on simple fact: as long as member-
ship of a secular polity involved membership of an eccle-
siastical organisation, religious dissent stood equal to
political disatfection and even treason. Hence govern-
ments enforced uniformiry, and hence the religion of the
ruler was that of his country. England provided the ex-
treme example of this doctrine in action, with its rapid
official switches from Henrician Carholicism withour the
pope, through Edwardian Protestantism on the Swiss
model and Marian papalism, to Elizabethan Protes-
tantism of a more specifically English brand. But other
countries fared similarly. Nor need this cause distress or
annoyed disbelief. Princes and governments, no more
than the governed, do not act from unmixed motives,
and to ignore the spiritual factor in the conversion of at
least some princes is as false as to see nothing but purity
in the desires of the populace. The Reformation was suc-
cessful beyond the dreams of earlier, potentially simlar,
movements not so much because (as the phrase goes) the
time was ripe for it, but rather because it found favour
with the secular arm. Desire for Church lands, resistance
to imperial and papal claims, the ambition to create self-
conrained and independent states, all played their part in
this, but so quite often did a genuine attachment to the
teachings of the reformers.



