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A Political Interpretation of the
Thirty Years’ War
Hajo Holborn

Historians have long disagreed about the essential causes of
the Thirty Years' War. Some focus on a particular area, such
as Germany or Spain; others emphasize a particular set of
causes, such as religion or politics; and still others argue that it
was only part of a general seventeenth-century crisis affecting
all aspects of society. In the following selection Hajo Holborn,
a histovian known for his work on German history, argues
that the war was primarily a political struggle in the German
states of the Hapsburgs. He accepts the veligious issue as at
most @ coniributing cause.

CONSIDER: The role veligion played in the conflict even
though it may not have been primary in causing the war; other
factors that might have caused the war.

It was not a conflict among European powers, not even
an acute controversy between the emperor and the
princes of the Empire or among these princes themselves
that led to the outhreak of the long war that lived on in
the memory of the German people as the “Great War”
and in the books of the historians as the Thirty Years'
War Rathes, it was a struggle between the estates and the
monarchy in the territories of the FHabsburg dynasty
which set fire to all of Germany and to the European con-
tinent, Without the grave crisis in the constitutional life
of the Empire, the weakness of the German states, and
the ambitions of the great powers of Eutope, the events
that occutred in Bohemia could not have developed into
a disaster from which Germany was to emerge ctippled
and mutilated.

It is difficult to determine to what extent differences
in the interpretation of Christian faith were a direct
cause of the catastrophe. There is no doubt but that reli-
gious motivation was strong in the lives of individuals
and societies, and even in the relations among states and
nations, in this age. But the confessional war stasted at a
time when enthusiasm for the religious revivals, both
Protestant and Catholic, had lost much of its original
force and religious ideas had again become conventional-
ized. Frank skepticism was rare in Germany, but ever
larger groups of people had ceased to find in religious
ideals the full satisfaction of their human aspirations.
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Nevertheless, the reality of heaven and hell was nowhere
questioned, nor was the necessity of basing the political
and social order on principles that would keep Satan
from undoing the wotk of God. Religious zeal found ex-
pression not only in the ghastly fury of witch trials, which
reached its climax during these years, but also in the care
with which all governments attended to the direction of
church life in their dominions. Yet while on the one hand
religion deteriorated into superstition, on the other it
tended to become formalized and to lose genuineness.
Every political action was publicly cloaked in religious
terms, but religion seemed to be used more and more to
rationalize actions motivated by secular interests,

religion ingxplaining the causes of the Tifirty Years” War. This
tradition hXs been revived by Carl J Friedrich, a highly
respected hi¥prian from Harvard. ffn The Age of the
Baroque, 16181660, Friedrich plagbs the war in the context
of the still stron¥ religious assumpflons of the time, arguing
that historians wig emphasize pgflitical causes overlook the
importance of thzselzgmus r.f" . The following is an

excerpt from that wo

CoNSIDER: The evid®ucef Friedrich uses to support his
argument; why, according ¥ Friedrich, many historians have
rejected the religious intertff&ation of the war; how Holborn
might criticize this argumefit.
It has been the fashionfto minitjze the refigious aspect of
the great wars whichf

the territory of the Jf
Nation. Not only §

cerpts from The Age of the Barogue by Carl J. Friedrich.
Copyright 1952 by Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc. Reprinted by
permission of HarperColling Publishers, Inc.




