
Reformation Era 'Wars of Religion' 

It is commonly thought that the Protestant Reformation ushered in a century of bloody religious 
conflict. It is true that the sixteenth century involved much war and bloodshed in Europe, but 
upon closer inspection, many conflicts presented as 'religious' disputes had primarily political or 
economic causes. In most cases 'Religious Differences' were a stalking horse for men those 
who sought only to despoil, not reform the Church. The majority of so-called Religious Wars 
were fomented by grasping nobles who sought to confiscate Church property and increase their 
own wealth and political influence, rather than Christians earnestly seeking reform. 

Even among those Reformation era wars with a significant religious component, only a few 
involved Catholics fighting Protestants. Most major conflicts of the period involved Catholic vs. 
Catholic or Protestant vs. Protestant contests, or even Christians allied with Moslem Turks 
against enemy Christian kingdoms. The idea that most Protestants fought primarily for religious 
freedom, or that Catholic princes fought primarily to combat heresy is not supported by a closer 
look at the facts. 

The lists below provides a short summary of the major European Wars of the 16th century and 
gives a brief idea of the nature of the religious and political conflicts involved. 

Conflicts Before and During the Council of Trent 

The most damaging wars in the first years after the Protestant revolt were Catholic vs. Catholic 
and Catholic vs. Moslem because weakened Christian unity and forced Catholic sovereigns to 
tolerate heresy. 

German Peasant's War  

(1524-25)  

Anabaptist peasants vs.  

Catholic nobles 

Provoked by Anabaptist religious leaders and angered over changes to 

property laws that advantaged nobles over serfs, tens of thousands of German 

peasant ransacked towns, manors and abbeys. Luther himself denounced the 

Peasant uprisings and both Lutheran and Catholic nobles united against them. 

Over 100,000 rebels were slaughtered by imperial troops in two years. 

Italian Wars  

(1494-1559)  

Catholic Spain vs.  

Catholic France 

Complicated and drawn out dynastic wars between Spain and France for 

control of Italian states. Catholic vs. Catholic civil wars pitted Emperor against 

the Pope, and greatly weakened the Catholic cause during the critical 

reformation period. At least 250,000 Casualties over a 60 year period. 

Schmalkaldic Wars  

(1546-52)  

Lutheran princes vs. 

Catholic HR Emperor 

The Schmalkaldic League was formed by Lutheran princes, most related to the 

Elector of Saxony. It was active during the Council of Trent and was used to 

pressure Charles V to make concessions. Military engagements between 

Catholic vs. Lutheran Princes resulted in at least 7,000 casualties. 

Ottoman-Hapsburg 

War  

(1521-66)  

Moslem Turks vs. 

Catholic Magyars 

Soon after the Protestant Revolt, the Ottoman ruler Suleiman took advantage 

of the divisions in Christendom to make a foray in Hungarian territory. The 

Hapsburg war against Moslem aggression should have united Christendom, 

but instead Catholic France and the Protestant Princes of Germany conspired 

with Ottomans against the Holy Roman Emperor. 



Ottoman Naval Wars  

(1522-74)  

Barbary Pirates vs.  

Holy League 

Another front in the Ottoman War on Christian Europe were strategic islands 

and ports. In 1522, just five years after the Protestant Revolt, the Knights 

Templars were driven from their stronghold at Rhodes and for fifty years 

Moslem pirates wreaked havoc throughout the Mediterranean. The Battle of 

Lepanto, fought soon after the Council of Trent finished its work, brought 

Ottoman domination of the seas to an end. 

Conflicts After the Council of Trent 
 
Several of the most notorious 'Wars of Religion' related to the Reformation were fought after the 
Council of Trent produced important reforms in the Church. Since the real agenda of the 
Protestants was always rebellion rather than reform, most conflicts after Trent had strong 
political agendas and involved Calvinist-inspired rebellions against Catholic monarchs. 

French Wars of 

Religion  

(1562-98)  

Valois vs. Guise vs. 

Bourbon (Huguenot) 

The so-called French religious wars was really a three-way war of succession 

for the French throne between a devout Catholic family (Guise), a royal cousin 

allied with the Huguenots (Bourbon), and the ruling family (Valois/Medici). 

There were atrocities, assassinations, and defections on all sides, and over 2 

million perished during 36 years of war. The conflict ended when the Huguenot 

prince ascended to the throne and promptly converted back to Catholicism. 

Dutch Revolt  

(1568-1598)  

Dutch Huguenots vs. 

Catholic Spain 

The conflict in the Netherlands was spurred mainly by a small, but violent 

Calvinist minority a mainly Catholic country. Much of the population disliked 

certain impositions of Philip II and complained of taxes, but did not want war. 

The Calvinist minority, however, fought relentlessly for political independence, 

and did not make peace until the Netherlands were recognized as an 

independent Republic. 

Tudor Conquest of 

Ireland  

(1529-1603)  

Protestant England vs. 

Catholic Ireland 

England had long sought to subjugate Ireland, but under Elizabeth, 

Catholicism was viewed as treason and when she sent troops to put down Irish 

rebellions, the conflict took on an increasingly religious character. The vicious 

conflict continued for decades at an enormous toll. 

Anglo-Spanish War  

(1586-1604)  

Anglican Britain vs. 

Catholic Spain 

The conflict between Protestant Britain and Catholic Spain had an obvious 

religious aspect to it, but the real cause was a commercial dispute regarding 

Spanish America. Except for England's support of the rebels during the Dutch 

Revolt, the Spanish-English conflict was carried out almost entirely at sea, and 

it came to an end after the death of Philip II and Elizabeth. 

Two other European wars that had important religious consequences were fought in the first half 
of the 17th century. The Thirty Years War (1618-48) resulted in the Peace of Westphalia, which 
drastically changed the manner in which sovereign nations within Europe recognized and dealt 
with each other. The English Civil War (1642-51) was confined to the British Isles but it also 
established important precedent regarding parliamentary rule and religious freedom. These 
wars, which were both fought over primarily political issues, resulted a new political order which 
no longer depended on Christian unity, and effectively ended the era of so-called "Religious 
Wars". They will be dealt with more in later units. 


