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      Early Modern Europe: Europe in History, PART TWO, is where I guide you into the turning point of a continent caught between empire and belief. The story opens with giants of the age—Charles V, Ferdinand, and Philip II—rulers who straddled old feudal orders and rising confessional conflicts. These were men who tried to hold together a fragile world of layered loyalties even as religious change chipped away at their authority. I want you to meet them not as distant statues, but as fallible humans whose choices set events in motion.

      You will travel from tensions at the heart of Habsburg Spain to the thunder of the Spanish Armada and the upheaval of the Dutch Revolt. Along the way you’ll encounter hard-faced enforcers like Fernando Álvarez de Toledo, the Duke of Alba, and stubborn rebels such as William of Orange. Their contests—bloody, political, and ideological—reveal how power, faith, and the instinct to survive were braided together, and how those strands eventually unraveled medieval patterns. I focus on the decisions these people made—decisions that pushed Europe away from a medieval kind of unity and toward an entirely new political landscape.

      The journey then shifts to England and the rise of the Tudors. You meet Henry VII, the cautious founder who steadied a fractured realm, and Henry VIII, whose personal needs and political ambitions tore England out of Rome’s orbit. Catherine of Aragon is part of that drama—her marriage and its annulment became the spark for a church split—while Thomas Cromwell emerges as the relentless architect behind administrative and religious change, orchestrating the dissolution of monasteries and reshaping royal government.

      Alongside these high politics, social upheavals tug at the countryside. The enclosure movement—a long, often brutal reordering of land tenure—transformed common pastures into private holdings and altered how ordinary people ate, worked, and survived. Kett’s Rebellion, erupting in Norfolk as a furious response to these pressures, shows how decisions made in royal chambers reached deep into village life, turning grievances about hedgerows and rents into full-scale protest.

      As the story moves forward, the spotlight turns to Elizabeth I, master of political performance and compromise, then to James I, who united crowns and complicated religious settlements, and to Charles I, whose stubborn claims made accommodation impossible. Those struggles spiral into the English Civil War, where Oliver Cromwell rises from military prominence to reshape the state and the meaning of authority. For a time the fate of monarchy hangs in the balance; its restoration under Charles II brings a return of kings but also a reminder of how fragile authority had become after decades of violent change.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            CHARLES V AND THE FEUDAL WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s begin with one of Europe’s most formidable rulers: Charles V. To be precise, I mean Charles V of the House of Habsburg — the man who, as Holy Roman Emperor and as King of Spain (known in Spain as Charles I), presided over a vast and tangled realm in the first half of the sixteenth century. My plan for this chapter is simple: I’ll use two guiding words — “feudalism” and “religion” — as lenses through which to examine his reign. In this installment I’ll stick with the first key word, feudalism, and try to tease out what that old, medieval-sounding term actually meant in an age when Europe was quietly becoming something new.

      With regard to feudalism, we have already flagged a crucial difference between East and West. In ancient China inheritance operated within a patrilineal, kin-based framework: authority, land, and ritual rights tended to flow along the male line, and women normally did not inherit the principal office or estate of the lineage. In Europe, by contrast, inheritance practices were often more bilateral—if a son existed he would usually succeed, but in the absence of a son rights and property could pass through a daughter to her children. That said, both regions shared an essential feature: power was frequently mediated through personal bonds of dependence between lord and vassal.

      If I were to describe the European feudal system directly, the particulars might be hard to grasp from scratch, so let’s approach the question from a well-trod episode in Chinese history—the Zhou–Qin transition. What actually changed as the Zhou order gave way to Qin rule? Scholars argue about details, but one point is relatively clear: at the heart of the Zhou–Qin transformation lay the breaking apart of the old feudal order—kin-based fiefdoms and hereditary, personal bonds were dismantled and replaced by more impersonal, centralized forms of control and administration.

      King Wu of Zhou set up a sprawling network of feudal lords — traditionally said to number seventy-one vassal states — but only a portion of them bore the royal Ji surname. Even among those Ji states, blood ties to the king varied; some were close kin, others distant relatives or political creations. What bound them together was not lineage so much as recognition: they acknowledged King Wu as their suzerain. In that early Zhou order, the king’s authority was a shared convention among the aristocracy, forged from the ground up through ritual, reciprocity, and mutual interest.

      Jump forward to the era of broken realms: take the Three Kingdoms as an example. Cao Cao, Liu Bei, and Sun Quan each carved out their own territories by force of arms. In that age, who held the wangdao — the royal way, the claim to rulership — was not decided by birthright alone. After the Qin and into many later dynasties, the basic test of being the true “Son of Heaven” often came down to practical power: whoever could reunite the Central Plains effectively laid claim to the wangdao. They did not wait for a formal invitation; once a man could command the land and the people, scholars and officials would flock to confer legitimacy and celebrate his rise. In short, after Qin the crown’s authority increasingly rested on territorial control: unity of the Central Plains became the measure of legitimate rule.

      So did Europe undergo anything like China’s Zhou–Qin transformation? In a sense, yes — the closest counterpart was the rise of the idea of sovereignty. In Western political imagination this notion gradually came to perform some of the legitimizing roles that tiandao (the Mandate of Heaven) and daotong (the orthodox transmission of the Way) played in ancient China. These are comparative, functional parallels rather than exact matches, but the point is clear: across cultures, rulers faced the same fundamental question — how to secure and justify their rule.

      Across Europe and China alike, the answer tended to be a synthesis of two forces. In European imagery this often showed up as the mingling of the Grail and the sword — spiritual authority married to martial power. In ancient China the debate was expressed differently; Emperor Xuan of Han (reigned 74–49 BCE) is commonly associated with policies and rhetoric that sought to combine hegemonic force and kingly virtue — the idea of blending the “bado” of coercive power with the “wangdao” of moral rule. Both formulations point to the same practical truth: governing a realm requires both civil virtue and military achievement.

      To put labels on them: winning others by noble virtue is wangdao; forcing submission by superior arms is bado. Who holds bado is easy to see — in contests of strength, the victor takes it. Wangdao, by contrast, is more ambiguous and must be earned or recognized.

      Before the modern idea of sovereignty consolidated in Europe, the continent largely ran on feudalism. In that order the king stood at the apex of a web of personal loyalties — a common monarch in relation to a network of nobles — an arrangement that might be called a “way of kings.” The essence of feudalism was dependence between persons rather than neat territorial administration: bonds of vassalage mattered more than clearly demarcated land. As a result, it was perfectly ordinary for a lord’s vassals to hold scattered, noncontiguous fiefs rather than a single contiguous estate.

      Charles V is a striking example of this phenomenon. Through his grandparents on both sides he came into four large—but far from uniform—domains: the Burgundian inheritance, the Spanish crowns, the southern Italian realms, and his Habsburg possessions in the German lands. Yet we must not imagine these as four neat, contiguous nation-states.

      Take Burgundy, inherited from his grandmother Mary. What Charles received was not a single compact duchy but a patchwork of jurisdictions — duchies, counties and lordships — in which he held more than thirty distinct comital and seigneurial titles. It was power measured in legal claims and honors, not in one uninterrupted stretch of territory.

      Earlier I noted how northern Italy, long tugged between papal, imperial and regional forces (and repeatedly intervened in by France and powerful city-states), had been broken up into a landscape like a heap of loose sand. In that relatively small area the number of feudal lords ran well over three hundred. So the phrase “a multitude of small states” is by no means casual: it captures a political reality of fragments, rights and overlapping jurisdictions rather than simple borders on a map.

      On that land there were dozens of political units, each of different size and strength—duchies, counties, free cities and petty principalities jostling across the map. If you try to imagine the same balance in ancient China, it’s tempting to picture a simple law of the jungle: the big swallow the small, the strong swallow the weak. But that is too neat a picture. Europe did not dissolve into a single great power for reasons more cultural than purely military: over centuries a code of noble behavior and obligation—what we loosely call “feudal” practice—had become widely recognized across many of those polities.

      That shared framework had three broad dimensions. First, the relationship between lord and vassal was reciprocal: patronage and land on one side, loyalty and military service on the other. Second, there were conventions about succession and the transmission of fiefs—commonly primogeniture or the passing of the lord’s rights to his heir—but with many local variations; if a lord died without a male heir, inheritance might pass by marriage, to a daughter, to a collateral kin, or be settled by the overlord, depending on custom. Third, a set of behavioral norms governed noble life: ideals of honor, courtly conduct, and a shared language of prestige.

      A good illustration is the influence of Baldassare Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (published 1528 CE). Its portrait of the ideal courtier—graceful, learned, brave, and urbane—spread through the courts of Italy and beyond and provided a model of aristocratic conduct that many nobles admired and tried to emulate. Charles V (Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain, 1500–1558 CE) was among those who prized such courtly ideals; he treated Castiglione’s work as an important guide to civilized behavior. In a world where these norms carried weight, anyone who openly defied the accepted rules of lordship, succession, or noble decorum could expect to pay a very heavy price. Charles V, it turned out, was precisely the man who made such a challenge.

      The concepts and consensus-based rules embedded in the feudal order were far more than mere words; they were made visible and enforceable through a network of institutional forms and public rituals. Take the example of the Holy Roman Emperor: he was not a solitary, hereditary despot but an elected prince—chosen by a college of prince-electors—so the emperor’s authority ultimately rested on the recognition and acquiescence of vassals and the high nobility.

      Even someone as powerful as Charles V, who ruled an enormous swath of Europe—serving as Holy Roman Emperor and, as Charles I, King of Spain—was constrained by that same consensus. Charles often spoke of “my reputation” and “my glory,” but those things were not self-generated; they flowed from his adherence to the rules, expectations, and legitimizing rituals of the feudal order. I will give an example to illustrate:

      After the Battle of Pavia in 1525 CE, Charles V ended up holding two of King Francis I’s children as hostages. By the aristocratic code of the time, noble prisoners and hostages were supposed to be treated with certain courtesies; the way these princes were handled—especially in the aftermath of the forced Treaty of Madrid in 1526 CE, which obliged Francis to hand over two sons as guarantees (one of them the future Henry II)—was seen as harsh and humiliating, and it dented Charles’s prestige.

      That affair wounded his reputation, but it was a comparatively small scar beside the deep and costly wound of the Milan question. For decades Charles was locked in a reciprocal, often brutal rivalry first with Francis I and later with Henry II; at the center of those struggles lay Milan. If we want to understand European politics in this era more deeply, the key is to untangle the Milan question. Why? Because Milan cannot be read in isolation — it must be analyzed together with Naples:

      At the time, the Houses of Anjou and Aragon were locked in a fierce struggle over Naples. By the logic of feudal inheritance, Naples ought to have belonged to the Angevins—after all, Charles I of Anjou had been granted the kingdom by the pope back in 1266 CE—but raw force and opportunity often outran legal niceties. In the end the Aragonese prevailed: Alfonso V of Aragon wrested control and by 1442 CE had established Aragonese authority in Naples.

      Milan, however, presented a far thornier puzzle. By orthodox succession the duchy should have remained in the hands of the Visconti. The French king Louis XII traced Visconti blood in his line—Visconti women had married into the French house—so Milan’s fate was not a matter of mere local gossip but of dynastic stakes that stretched across Europe. The Visconti line waned, and into that vacuum stepped Francesco Sforza, at first no more than a condottiero. He married Bianca Maria Visconti, the daughter (born out of wedlock) of the last Visconti duke, and pressed his claim on Milan, declaring himself duke. That self‑proclamation, however, did not win immediate, universal recognition. It was only after Sforza seized the city in 1450 CE and secured formal confirmation from the imperial authorities—effectively winning grudging acceptance from the Holy Roman Emperor of the day—that his rule became broadly legitimate. Only then did Sforza achieve the status of a recognized Duke of Milan.

      From the standpoint of dynastic succession, France’s claim on Milan rested on ancestry — a link through Valentina Visconti and other forebears several generations back — rather than on immediate possession. The Sforza family, for their part, filled the vacuum left by the extinction of the male Visconti line and consolidated power by marrying into the Visconti inheritance (notably through Bianca Maria Visconti, a legitimate daughter of the Visconti line). So whose was Milan to be: France’s by bloodright or the Sforzas’ by force and marriage? It was a question that refused neat answers.

      There is, however, one consequential detail. Around 1508 Maximilian I engaged in secret negotiations with Louis XII; in those talks he effectively accepted French control of Milan in return for political and dynastic assurances that protected Habsburg interests elsewhere — assurances that, in effect, would benefit his descendants, among them his grandson Charles (the future Charles V). Why would Maximilian be willing to yield Milan? Because by conceding Milan he secured a bargaining position regarding southern Italy and other claims that he was not strong enough to press for directly. Thus he struck the bargain: Milan to France, and in exchange he would cease to contest it. Although he had previously invested a Sforza as Duke of Milan, at this point he chose no longer to recognize that title.

      This deal was sealed in the Treaty of Noyon in 1516 CE by Charles — then King of Spain and later known as Emperor Charles V. In theory, that should have settled the matter. By 1535 CE, however, the Sforza line had died out. At that point Charles shifted his stance and insisted, forcefully, that the Sforzas had been invested as dukes of Milan by his grandfather’s authority; with the Sforza line now extinct, Milan, he argued, ought to revert to the Habsburgs.

      To put it in homelier terms: imagine an old woman who owned a gold ring and a gold necklace. Long ago, her two daughters‑in‑law agreed that the ring would go to the elder daughter‑in‑law and the necklace to the younger. After the old woman died, the elder daughter‑in‑law said, “Fine, the ring was always meant to be mine — but the necklace? The old woman used to lend it to me all the time while she was alive, so surely the necklace should be mine too.” Watching from the outside, most of us would probably think — and, to be fair, we’d be right to think — that the elder daughter‑in‑law is being rather unreasonable.

      On the Milan question, what Charles V broke was not some obscure technicality but the very code the feudal nobility generally lived by — the informal rules of honor and inheritance they had long taken for granted. If he could have taken Milan without scruple and without giving anyone cause for complaint, he would never have presented the stark choice he put before Francis in the Treaty of Crépy in 1544 CE.

      By 1544 CE Charles V’s armies had pushed to within roughly seventy kilometers of Paris; the Treaty of Crépy was, by any reading, a pact wrung from France under pressure. Charles’s demand was plain and brutal: Francis’s second son, the Duke of Orléans, must either marry Charles’s eldest daughter Maria and receive the Netherlands as her dowry, or marry his niece Anna and receive Milan as her dowry.

      Why would a victor in war force the defeated to marry a woman from his own family and even hand over a large territory as her dowry? The logic is blunt and ruthless: if the vanquished agree that Milan is the bride’s dowry, they have in effect acknowledged that Milan belongs to your house. If the marriage produces children, Milan will pass to your grandchildren and you lose nothing; if it produces none, there will be no long-running quarrel over ownership. What Charles V achieved in those maneuvers was, in practical terms, a way of curing the shaky legitimacy of his earlier seizure of Milan. Follow the money and the long-term cost of taking Milan by force becomes painfully clear.

      Adrian VI—who had once been Charles’s tutor in the prince’s youth—did not need to be told how costly such imperial ambitions could be. He warned Charles earnestly that, for a long time, Spain’s revenues had been enough to subsidize developments in the Netherlands and Germany, but that the resources of the Netherlands and Germany were scarcely capable of sustaining Spain’s vast needs. The caution was simple: the empire could be bought, but the bill would come due.

      It proved to be absolutely true. After Charles—who, in Spain, was known as Charles I and who would later rule as Charles V—took the Castilian throne, he pushed taxes sharply upward, in some estimates to nearly three times what they had been. He then used Castile’s revenues as hard collateral to obtain huge loans—bankers such as the Fuggers advanced sums that, by some counts, reached as much as 11 million ducats. Those borrowings financed a colossal share of his rule’s expenses—by some reckonings more than half of his documented outlays—and that’s before you even count the silver and other income trickling in from the Americas.

      So what swallowed all that money? During Charles’s reign three problems devoured Europe’s coin: the Ottoman threat to the east, the drive to roll back the Protestant Reformation, and the long duel with the French over control of Milan. All three demanded vast resources, but it was the Italian struggle—his contests with the French king for Milan—that absorbed a very large share of his military spending. In the end, through a series of campaigns and decisive moments such as the Battle of Pavia, Charles prevailed in the contest for Milan.

      So how did Charles V fare on the other two major matters?

      When it came to stamping out the Reformation, there’s little need to belabor the point — the result was dismal. His efforts failed to roll back the Protestant movement, which by mid‑century had become entrenched; the conflict would eventually be formalized rather than crushed, culminating in the Peace of Augsburg (1555 CE).

      Against the Ottomans he struck across the Mediterranean with mixed results: two North African expeditions yielded one bright triumph and one costly disaster. In 1535 CE he took Tunis — a spectacular victory — but his grand 1541 CE attempt on Algiers ended in failure, undone by storms, logistics and stubborn resistance. On the Danube the situation was no less grave: after a series of Ottoman campaigns Buda fell under Ottoman control (1541 CE), and in 1529 CE Suleiman’s advance had come up to the very gates of Vienna. Ferdinand, Charles’s brother and ruler of the Austrian lands, begged for help repeatedly. Charles intervened only sporadically — he personally led Mediterranean expeditions but rarely committed to a decisive, sustained eastern offensive; when the Ottomans withdrew he did not exploit the moment, and the crisis dissolved into a weary stalemate rather than a clean, conclusive victory.

      Charles V often spoke of honor; he liked to say that his love of honor outweighed his love of life and wealth by a thousandfold. One oft‑repeated line attributed to him was, "The day a man loses his honor he ought to die, for he is worthless" — a remark that, whether literal or rhetorical, tells you how central honor was to his self‑image.

      Yet here is the paradox: at the very moment Europe most needed a bulwark against the Ottoman swell and the Catholic Church most needed a defender of its unity, Charles poured vast sums and unremitting energy into the struggle for Milan. As head of the Habsburg house it is understandable — perhaps inevitable — that he would throw his weight into securing a family possession. Once won, Milan became, for practical purposes, a Habsburg stronghold. For an emperor of his stature, that single‑mindedness can seem narrow.

      Perhaps that judgment is too severe. Before I finish, I must offer three fair things in his defense. First: by an extraordinary run of dynastic luck and inheritance, Charles found himself ruler over a scatter of realms that amounted to a continental empire. Those lands were not contiguous; they were strewn from the Low Countries to Spain to the Italian duchies and beyond. That situation was unprecedented, and neither Charles nor his rivals had much precedent to learn from.

      Second: history shows — from emperors and generals down to ordinary folk — that people always have plans. But for the vast majority of a life, where one is, who one meets, and what one must do are shaped far more by circumstance than by will. Most of us, in short, are carried along by tides we did not make.

      Take Charles V as an example. He ran up against Suleiman the Magnificent; he tangled with Francis I and with Henry VIII; he dealt with popes like Clement VII and Paul III — none of them easy adversaries. More often than not he found himself reacting to events rather than dictating them. Consider the Treaty of Noyon in 1516: it was meant to patch up rival claims, yet it did not forestall the renewed fighting over Milan. In the end both sides took up arms over that duchy, and both shared the blame.

      Third, the Habsburg realm was so vast and so scattered that, given the transportation and communications of the day, Charles V simply could not be everywhere at once. Charles V died in Spain on September 21, 1558 CE; according to contemporary reports, his son Philip II — then away in the Low Countries around Brussels — did not learn the news until November 1, 1558 CE, a delay of some forty days. To put that lag in perspective: an official dispatch sent from Madrid to Peru in South America took at least six months to make the journey. Those delays and distances are hard for us to imagine in our era of instant messages and nonstop flights.
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      In the previous chapter, from the perspective of the feudal order we examined the external pressures Charles V had to confront. To sum that up more compactly, his problems clustered around three basic facts.

      First, his realms were fragmented and scattered, which made governance extraordinarily expensive. A king’s travel was nothing like an ordinary person’s journey: it required ceremonial entourages, vast household retinues, and tight security. When Charles moved from Spain to the German lands to attend to affairs, the cost could equal—or even surpass—that of fielding an army. At every town along the route he was expected to make inspections, present gifts, and spend lavishly on hospitality. It is telling that even an august ruler like the Holy Roman Emperor often found himself short of ready cash as he crossed from one territory to another; Charles repeatedly relied on loans and the support of financiers to keep his household and movements afloat.

      Second, the fragmentation of his dominions created real problems of communication and information flow—an obstacle easy to forget today. Different legal systems, local privileges, and disconnected administrative routines meant that news and decisions moved slowly; nothing could be counted on until the sovereign himself arrived or local institutions completed their own formalities.

      Third, the residual features of the feudal order limited royal authority in practice. Take Aragon as an example. After Charles’s maternal grandfather, Ferdinand II of Aragon, died in 1516, Charles sent letters to the Aragonese Cortes, only to be told—according to contemporary anecdotes—that the letters should be set aside until he was formally installed. When he wrote again in his capacity as king, the Cortes insisted the proper procedures had not yet been completed and therefore would not recognize him fully. Whether recounted as literal dialogue or as a telling anecdote, the episode illustrates how local corporate bodies could delay or constrain royal action. From that, it is not hard to imagine how limited his potential tax take from Aragon would be.

      Third, the customary understandings under feudalism — the honor codes of the nobility, the reciprocal duties of lords and vassals, and the rules that governed transfers of fiefs — were the very bedrock of everyone’s security. These were not mere niceties: they kept the fragile order intact. Whoever dared flout them paid an inevitably heavy price.

      Charles V’s gravest error in this realm unfolded in and around Milan. The wisest course would have been to step back: cede the duchy to France and buy a durable truce, or at minimum restore a measure of local autonomy — revive municipal self-government or a republican framework — so the Milanese themselves could manage daily affairs and revive local energies. That kind of moderation would have allowed both sides a breathing space and avoided the long, draining conflicts that devoured manpower, materiel, and treasure. Instead, Charles placed Milan ultimately under the authority of his son Philip II — a transfer that, formalized when Charles abdicated in 1556 CE, proved short-sighted and planted the seeds of many troubles to come.

      Having taken the measure of the external political field, today we turn to the second major theme closely intertwined with Charles V: religion.

      In his daily life Charles V attended Mass with unwavering devotion, as if that ritual were his most direct line to God. He had Scripture read to him every day, drawing wisdom and counsel from the sacred texts, and each night before sleep he would kneel reverently before holy images and offer silent prayers of supplication. In his will he even stipulated that tens of thousands of Masses be said for his soul after his death — a dramatic testament to the depth of his piety. There is no doubt he was an ardent Catholic, intent, above all, on extinguishing the Reformation.

      He publicly and solemnly vowed, with fiery intensity, “I will, without reserve, commit the kingdoms and territories I possess, make use of my friendships, offer my body, shed my blood, give up my life and even my soul, to wage an uncompromising struggle against heresy.” Yet, in the end, that struggle did not achieve its ultimate aim. So: did Charles V ever realistically stand a real chance of winning? Next, let us review the efforts he undertook to pursue those objectives.

      The primary move against the Reformation was to silence its leader, Martin Luther. The decisive confrontation came in 1521 CE, when Luther was summoned to appear before the Imperial Diet at Worms to answer for his writings and actions. On his first day there the atmosphere was icy: churchmen and theological opponents—pointing to stacks of books—demanded that he admit his errors. Under crushing pressure Luther asked for time. He said, painfully, “Give me a day; I will answer tomorrow.” It felt like a pot already at 99 degrees—everybody expected the next log to be thrown on and the thing to boil over—but to everyone’s surprise Charles V granted the delay.

      After a night of thought and steadying himself, Luther returned the next day and stood his ground. He declared firmly that this was his position and that he could not recant—words later summarized in the traditional “Here I stand” formulation, though historians debate the verbatim line. The emperor immediately conferred with the electors and advisors to decide how to deal with the crisis. In the brief interval of debate, Luther was removed from the public gaze—not by sheer luck alone but through the quick action of his supporters, who saw to his secret transfer to safety. Charles V would later record regret over the whole affair; in fairness, the circumstances make the misstep understandable. The emperor was barely twenty-one, inexperienced in German politics, and not fluent in German. From the start of his rule the German princes and electors had already exacted concessions and secured protections for their privileges, which limited his room for maneuver. Given those constraints, and the suddenness of events, who could have predicted that Luther would be spirited away so quickly and so smoothly?

      After Luther’s disappearance from public view, the imperial response was swift and severe. Charles V moved to condemn him: the Edict of Worms declared Luther an outlaw and ordered his writings banned and, where enforced, burned. Those measures, however, barely dented the movement. By 1521 the cumulative print run of Luther’s various pamphlets and tracts is estimated to have already topped some 600,000 copies — a figure that, given the much smaller literate population of the time, is roughly equivalent to tens of millions of copies today. The reach and impact of his words had become impossible to contain.

      Having missed the critical chance to seize Luther at Worms, Charles V discovered that brute force alone would not solve the crisis. What he saw as the true danger lay deeper: the abuses within the Church that had given rise to Protestant agitation. So, in earnest correspondence with the pope, he urged reform of Church practices, arguing that tackling those abuses was essential. As he put it in one such appeal: “I do not intend to diminish the authority of the Holy Father, but I hope the Holy Father will spare no effort to remove the many abuses within the Church, for these abuses are the root cause of the series of problems in Germany… We must take action; this is not only our duty to God, but also our obligation to the whole world.”

      Charles V firmly believed that if the Catholic Church could be genuinely reformed, the Reformation would naturally wither. He—and, to some extent, Catherine de' Medici—made the same fundamental mistake: they were overly naïve, unable to recognize in time the battles for power and the economic interests that lurked behind what appeared to be doctrinal disputes.

      At this crucial moment both popes—Clement VII and, at first, Paul III—were disastrously ineffective. Fearful that their own authority might be undermined, they hesitated over the idea of convening an ecumenical council, and in that delay time quietly slipped away. In 1530 CE Charles V himself traveled to Bologna to confront Clement VII face to face. The pope pledged to him that preparations for a council would begin at once and that the papacy would take sweeping measures to eradicate the Lutheran heresy. Delighted, Charles hurriedly put pen to paper, sending several letters to his brother Ferdinand and to his ministers, urging them to push forward every preparation so the council could be convened without delay.

      What he did not suspect was that Clement was using him as a bargaining chip. The pope parlayed the moment into negotiations with France and, on very favorable terms, arranged Catherine de' Medici's marriage into the French royal family in 1533 CE. That outcome truly infuriated Charles V; many years later, when he recalled the episode in his Memoirs, his indignation remained undiminished.

      The other pope, Paul III, was equally slow to act and consistently reluctant to call an ecumenical council. Part of the reason was plainly personal: he hoped to carve out Parma and Piacenza — two strategically important pocket territories in northern Italy whose control had long been contested — for his own son, Pier Luigi Farnese. That ambition inevitably collided with larger power politics and with Emperor Charles V’s determination to assert Habsburg dominance in the region.

      With the papal route blocked, Charles V tried another tack. In 1541 CE he selected a small, tightly focused team — three Catholic theologians and three Lutheran ones — and set them to work in the hope that a concentrated theological exchange might produce at least some common ground. Luther welcomed the idea in principle: to his mind the central disagreement between the camps was the question of papal supremacy. If that question could be put aside temporarily and the debate confined to German soil, there was at least a chance of reaching agreement — a prospect Luther was glad to see.

      Unexpectedly, the two sides reached agreement on the core issue of "justification by faith" — at least for the moment both parties accepted wording that emphasized justification by grace through faith, rather than by meritorious good works alone. That fragile accord sent Charles V into raptures.

      The jubilation, however, was short-lived. A seemingly small question about the Eucharist proved impossible to bridge: each camp stood its ground, adamant and unyielding. Charles could not contain his exasperation and essentially begged for pragmatism: "About the Eucharist — is it really so hard to find a formulation both sides can live with? Why not first tell the faithful that Christ is present in the sacrament — that his body and blood are present in some real way — and leave the disputants to debate the precise mechanics in private, for as long as they wish?" To outsiders, that sounded like a perfectly sensible compromise. At that time the theologians were fierce debaters, veritable masters of disputation.

      Because the parties still could not reach a final settlement, they were forced to muddle through with a temporary compromise. Charles V convened the discussions that produced what became known as the Regensburg interim—a provisional agreement drafted at Regensburg intended as a stopgap while the Pope prepared for a general council. The document’s backbone remained unmistakably Catholic: it reaffirmed doctrines such as purgatory, the seven sacraments, the nature of the Mass, and the veneration of the saints.

      At the same time, the compromise conceded on several practical points that mattered deeply to Protestants. It adopted more conciliatory language on justification that softened the immediate clash over good works; it allowed, in practice or by local toleration, the question of clerical marriage to be treated less rigidly than before; and it made room for the laity to receive both bread and wine at Communion. Taken together, these concessions left many Lutheran leaders feeling satisfied — convinced that their major demands had been largely met. The Catholic hierarchy, however, reacted with firm opposition and strong resistance.

      The Pope immediately dispatched an envoy with a blunt admonition: “No — you cannot act so recklessly.” In Germany the three ecclesiastical electors — the archbishops of Trier, Cologne and Mainz — fell into line together. They insisted the Emperor had no authority to rule on matters of doctrine; he could not, they declared, adjudicate questions of faith. In short, any imperial push to impose doctrinal unity across Germany was unlikely to succeed.

      Their stubborn refusal, however, had less to do with theology than with Charles V’s own misreading of his role. Charles, who reigned from 1500 to 1558 CE, carried a conviction that his authority was bound up with the divine — a conviction often summed up, in contemporary eyes, as something like “to serve me is to serve God.” With papal oversight set aside in practice, he imagined, at least within Germany, a revival of the old Ottonian pattern: bishops and cathedral chapters rallied under the imperial banner, the German Church becoming not an independent referee of doctrine but a reliable instrument of imperial power.

      In a Germany torn into pieces and scattered like loose sand, the idea of imposing a British-style established church was out of the question — and even the seemingly more plausible French model was hopelessly impractical. For example, when Charles V moved to bolster the standing of the Archbishop of Cologne — aiming to give that see a prestige akin to what the Archbishop of Reims enjoyed in France — he only inflamed jealousies. Cologne was already one of the three great electoral archbishoprics (Mainz, Trier and Cologne), and any attempt to raise one above the others inevitably provoked resentment and opposition.

      When all other avenues failed, only force remained. Both his brother Ferdinand (the future Ferdinand I) and his sister Mary (Mary of Hungary, regent of the Netherlands) implored him not to rely solely on arms; they warned that military dominance was no real political solution. Charles V paid little heed. In 1547 CE, after his victory at the Battle of Mühlberg, he moved with roughly 23,000 infantry and about 4,000 cavalry into Germany. By such massive deployments he tightened his grip on German affairs. The core of these forces consisted of Spaniards — a fact that struck a raw nerve across the empire. When Charles had been elected emperor in 1519 CE, the electoral capitulations had explicitly stipulated in writing that foreign troops should be barred from intervening in German affairs, making his reliance on Spanish arms all the more controversial.

      After his victory at Mühlberg (1547 CE), Charles V set about reasserting imperial control with a hard hand. He tore away the special privileges that many Protestant towns had enjoyed and even curtailed a good deal of the autonomy that some Catholic cities had retained. Those measures bred wide resentment and sharpened already-fragile social tensions. Confronted with this thorny, shifting landscape and the limits of his resources, Charles increasingly found himself at his wit’s end and began to entertain the notion of abdication.

      In 1552 CE the situation grew still more dangerous. Pressure on the Italian front and renewed unrest in parts of northern Italy forced Charles to redeploy troops, creating an opening that Protestant princes were quick to exploit. Seizing the moment, leaders such as Maurice of Saxony and other disaffected princes rose in rebellion, aided by French diplomacy. With his forces stretched thin, Charles sought to negotiate with the Protestant princes while instructing his brother Ferdinand—who was managing German affairs—to buy time and hold out for reinforcements. Charles insisted that any settlement of the religious issue be referred to the Imperial Diet for debate and decision, and he pledged to accept whatever verdict it reached.

      At that point the relief forces had already reached the field and the tide seemed to be turning in Charles V’s favor. Then, unexpectedly, Ferdinand chose a different course. He began a series of concessions to the Protestant princes — the most decisive of them being a settlement that granted them lasting legal recognition and the right of territorial princes to determine their realms’ religion. Those moves set the stage for the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 CE.

      Soon after, Charles V made the fateful decision to abdicate. Worn down, he declared that he could endure personal humiliation but could not bear the crushing weight on his conscience; since Ferdinand claimed his conscience permitted such compromises with the Protestant princes, let him take charge of these affairs. Looking back over Charles’s lifelong struggle over religion, one can’t help but speculate: had he managed to seize Luther at the Diet of Worms in 1521 CE, the later chain of events might have been kept more tightly under control. Once Luther slipped away and found protection, no matter how tirelessly Charles labored afterward, the trajectory of events had already slipped beyond recovery.

      Luther can rightly be seen as the emblematic figure of the Reformation: he lit the fuse for a host of reformist currents and helped propel the rise of numerous movements. The course and growth of the Reformation were tightly bound up with Luther himself—his writings, his conflicts with ecclesiastical authorities, and the way his ideas spread among princes and commoners alike.

      Against that backdrop, even if one sets aside any alleged behind‑the‑scenes action by his brother, Ferdinand I, in 1552 CE, the larger political and social forces at work meant Charles V would in any case have been fundamentally unable to impose religious unity across Germany. The fracturing power of territorial princes, the military and diplomatic reversals of the early 1550s (including the Princes’ Revolt and the agreements that followed), and the deep-rooted appeal of reformist doctrines combined to make a lasting, total religious settlement under imperial aegis unachievable for Charles.
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      Charles V — Holy Roman Emperor and, as Charles I, King of Spain — can rightly be counted among the most powerful and illustrious monarchs in European history; his reach and influence extended far beyond his own age. After him, the idea of a united Europe did not vanish; it resurfaced in many guises — in the imperial designs of various Russian tsars, in the sweeping campaigns of Napoleon Bonaparte, and, in the twentieth century, in the brutal, expansionist megalomania of Adolf Hitler.

      Charles V is often hailed as the last classical emperor of Europe because, in his eyes—or more precisely, in his ideal blueprint—Europe should function like one great, harmonious household. He imagined the smaller Catholic principalities and states willingly and wholeheartedly obeying their “patriarch,” living together as a single family under a shared faith. Above all, he conceived of himself as the Church’s staunch shield and devoted protector.

      Yet fate proved less kind. Charles V labored ceaselessly his whole life, but the tidy unity he dreamed of slipped through his fingers. In 1555 CE the Peace of Augsburg was concluded, formalizing the principle of cuius regio, eius religio—that rulers could determine the religion of their own territories—and effectively recognizing that religious plurality, not imperial uniformity, would govern practical politics in the Empire. Faced with this reality, Charles could not deny the failure of his grand design. He moved quickly to relinquish the burdens of rule: after signaling his intention in 1555 CE, the process of abdication was completed in 1556 CE, when he divided his realms—passing the Spanish crowns to his son Philip II and the imperial dignity to his brother Ferdinand.

      To a large extent, the undoing of his project was rooted in forces that had been gathering for decades. The Protestant Reformation—spearheaded by Martin Luther from the early 1520s onward—had already reshaped loyalties, convinced many German princes to chart independent courses, and transformed the religious and political landscape in ways Charles could not reverse. He had not simply met a rival; he faced a movement whose momentum outlasted his best-laid plans.

      So, if the sweeping Reformation had never happened, could Charles V have achieved his grand design of unifying Europe? I don’t think so — and for one key reason that already tells you everything about the problem.

      First, Charles effectively cast himself as an emperor of a universal, Church‑guarding order. He was the last Holy Roman Emperor to be crowned in person by a pope — a fact that underlines how he understood his mission: to defend his authority as indistinguishable from serving God. He said as much repeatedly, even in private audiences with the pontiff. Implicit in that rhetoric was a desire to revive something like the old Ottonian arrangement, in which imperial power held decisive sway over ecclesiastical appointments and the governance of the Church.

      But that ambition ran headlong into a stubborn reality: Rome would not simply be subsumed under imperial will. The papacy jealously guarded its prerogatives, and church councils could not be treated as mere instruments of imperial policy. In short, without the explicit backing of the Holy See — without the pope’s blessing and the Church’s willing cooperation — this self‑declared “patriarch of the family” could not command the allegiance of Christendom.

      Since his designs in Rome could not be pushed forward, in 1541 CE Charles V turned instead to a different project: an attempt to recreate, on a smaller scale, the old Ottonian order in Germany. But the world he hoped to restore was gone. After decades of social and religious upheaval the Roman Church had been fundamentally altered; it no longer offered the predictable backing for imperial rule that earlier centuries once expected. The comparison to the Eastern Orthodox tradition only underlines the point’s intent: the old symbiosis between throne and altar had frayed, and Charles’s scheme was therefore foredoomed.

      Keeping a vast kin‑based polity across three or even four generations usually requires one precondition above all: the younger generation must not become too independent, or disproportionately successful. From the fourteenth century CE on, however, forces were pushing in the other direction. Rising literacy, the wider circulation of money, and the recurrent shocks of the Black Death all helped to empower princely and local authorities. When talented young men came home flush with urban success, their elders’ authority felt like an ancestral head shaken by a returned, prosperous nephew: hard to maintain in the face of new confidence.

      Sixteenth century CE Europe resembled a great family long united in appearance but hollowed out within; Charles V was the last proud elder, moving from manor to manor at festival time to call relatives to the ancestral hall, and finding no answer. It is telling, and appropriately ironical, that beside his bed lay three books—one of them Machiavelli’s The Prince. Machiavelli’s blunt realism, which counsels that a ruler may employ morally dubious means when necessity demands, reads like an index of Charles’s predicament: he understood the centrifugal forces tearing his house apart, yet honor and pride made him unwilling to stoop to the cold expedients required to halt that drift.

      Why did European intellectuals suddenly become obsessed with the idea of “sovereignty” after the age of Charles V? What exactly was this brand-new sovereign — that thing everyone began solemnly to invoke? Imagine an ancestral hall collapsing: every household, bereft of the common altar, sets up its own little shrine and begins to worship its own household god. A household god still needs a genealogy, so learned men set about inventing pedigrees.

      After a great deal of anxious tinkering, these thinkers laid out a kind of theoretical smorgasbord: natural law, appeals to reason, claims of a direct line from God, social-contract tales, and the rest. Individually, none of those items was always decisive; taken together, though, they let any partisan pick the justification that suited them — much like arranging pig’s head, peanuts, sausages and century eggs on one plate so everyone could choose what they liked. The earnestness was unmistakable.

      The new deity placed on every household altar proved to be ruthlessly demanding. It required from every single member of the household — from the exalted paterfamilias to the humblest maid or laborer — absolute, unconditional loyalty, even at the cost of life itself. That was not the sort of demand made by the god enshrined in the old Charles V household. Seen in that light, the oft-repeated judgment — that “liberty belongs to the ancients, despotism is a modern product” — has a particular sting: it underlines how modern claims to sovereign authority reorganized allegiance and made unprecedented demands on ordinary people’s lives.

      In other words, in the age when people worshipped their ancestors together in the clan ancestral hall, politics was the preserve of the social elites; but once every household began to enshrine its own household deity, politics stopped being the exclusive business of a few and became everyone's concern.
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