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THE PROTESTANT 
REFORMATION

• The growth of Lutheranism has a huge 
impact on the European continent- plunging 
it headlong into a religious struggle. Spain, 
the defender of Catholicism, will find itself 
embroiled in constant warfare throughout 
the 16th century. In 1555, the Peace of 
Augsburg will allow principalities to declare 
whether or not their subjects are Catholic 
or Protestant. After this decree, the Spanish 
will soon have to counter the rise of a new 
sect of Protestantism- Calvinism, in its own 
backyard. 



THE PROTESTANT 
REFORMATION

• Calvinism was more of a threat to the 
dominion of Spain, and the other imperial 
powers, too, than Lutheranism had ever 
been. It preached that its believers were to 
become a community unto themselves- a 
theocracy, which stood directly against the 
ideals of the Catholic Church and of the 
absolute monarchies of the period. Calvinist 
groups in France, the Huguenots, try to 
establish the first French settlement in 
Florida- Fort Caroline. Though their 
settlement is a failed experiment, it lead to 
the Spanish establishing the first settlement 
in the present-day United States, St. 
Augustine, Florida, in 1565. However, it is the 
revolt of the Dutch Calvinists- the Puritans of 
Holland- who push the Spanish into a 
devastating and costly continental war.



THE PROTESTANT 
REFORMATION

• While their rival France, is embroiled in a 
state of religious civil war throughout the 
16th century, fought between Catholics and 
the Calvinist Huguenots, another rival 
emerges- England. Under their monarch, 
Henry VIII, the English undergo their own 
religious reformation and break away from 
Catholicism. After the death of Henry VIII, his 
daughter, Elizabeth I, an ardent Protestant, 
ascends to the throne despite the attempt 
by the Spanish to prevent her from it and to 
bring the kingdom back into the Catholic 
fold. With the conflict with the Dutch 
becoming disastrous and the growing threat 
of the English, Spain finds itself defending 
Catholicism from threats on all sides. 



COSTLY CONTINENTAL 
CONFLICTS

• Spain’s defense of Catholicism would cause it 
to become involved in a costly string of 
conflicts throughout the 16th century- all, in 
the effort to stamp out Lutheranism and later, 
Calvinist-leaning groups. 

• In 1568, the Calvinist-leaning provinces of the 
Netherlands revolt against Spanish control. 
These Dutch provinces were the wealthiest 
continental holdings of the Spanish Empire.

• In the East, the Spanish square off with the 
mighty Ottoman Turks and after coming away 
victorious in the Battle of Lepanto in 1571, find 
themselves in an ever deepening financial crisis. 
However, even before the great Spanish 
victory, the Ottoman threat had loomed large - 
particularly in Central Europe. 



FINANCIAL COLLAPSE
• Though the silver mines in the Americas had once 

made Spain incredibly wealthy, an inflation bubble was 
created by the 1570’s because of the overabundance of 
the precious metal in circulation.

• Spain’s costly continental conflicts, expensive 
expeditions into the Americas, and financial 
mismanagement led the country into a deepening 
financial crisis.

• The economy began to crack as wealthy noblemen and 
church officials continued to pay little, or no taxes and 
with a deepening recession, the majority of the Spanish 
tax-payers, of whom were peasants and merchants, 
began to revolt. Spain had precious few natural 
resources and therefore no manufacturing or business 
interests which could have pulled it out of an economic 
tailspin. The Spanish had always depended on the 
thriftiness of Dutch bankers and merchants, but after 
the loss of its most sustainable provinces, Spain falls into 
bankruptcy. 



THE FINISHING STROKE
With the defeat of the Spanish Armada, in its ill-fated attempt to invade and conquer England 

in 1588, Spain begins its precipitous decline as a major world power. It will be England that 
will replace Spain as the dominant global power for the next three centuries to come. 


