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The concept of »political communication« comes from the Internationales Graduierten-Kolleg 

»Politische Kommunikation von der Antike bis in das 20. Jahrhundert«, of which the author is a 

member. More an approach than a theory, »political communication« informs studies in the cultural 

history of politics or the historical study of political science, emphasizing the history behind 

contemporary political language and discourse, both in their etymologies and historical practices. As 

such, von Schlachta’s study is a welcome addition to the field of Anabaptist Studies, which had been 

dominated by an internalist approach, with scholars of the past fifty years focused on source 

publications and analysis from within the perspective of a particular Anabaptist church. There are, of 

course, classic studies on Anabaptism, foremost of which is Max Weber’s reflection on the Protestant 

work ethic, based in part on his observations of the 20th century descendants of the Mennonites, 

Moravians, Hutterites, and other dissent groups who had migrated to North America in the 17th and 

18th centuries. Then there is Ernst Troeltsch’s ecclesiological/sociological approach, which contrasts 

the Anabaptists as »sects« versus the classic Protestant Lutheran and Calvinist »churches«. And 

whereas the major Protestant churches have been the subject of historical sociology, informing the 

theoretical debates on early modern state formation, the field of Anabaptist studies has remained 

hitherto rather isolated from the other currents of scholarship in Reformation and early modern studies.

The major achievement of this present study is in placing the study of Anabaptists in a larger 

contextual framework. By »political communication«, von Schlachta identifies two main discourses: the 

language invoked by authorities in their persecution or toleration of Anabaptists between the early 16 th 

and late 18th centuries, and the self-representations of the Anabaptists themselves in their petitions 

and grievances to political authorities.

The book is divided into two parts, even though the author has not given partitions and chapter 

headings to her organization. After introductory remarks on the Anabaptists and their political history 

and on sources, the author offers a survey of »confessional deviancy in the 17th and 18th centuries«, 

marking the stark contrast between a tolerant Netherlands at one extreme to Calvinist Zurich and the 

Habsburg lands at the other. The next two sections, some of the longest in the book (p. 59–118), trace 

the negative impact of rebellion at the origins of the Anabaptist movement. Tainted by Thomas 

Müntzer (not an Anabaptist), the Peasants’ War of 1525, and above all by the Münster Anabaptist 

Kingdom of 1534–1535, Anabaptists found it hard even into the 18th century to shake off completely 

the specter of rebellion that had haunted their movement. Von Schlachta demonstrates from 17th and 

18th century sources that authorities, for example in Zurich, continued to see the refusal of Anabaptists 
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to swear oaths and bear arms as constituting a great danger for the public good. 

In the next sections, the author clearly shows that there was a broad grey zone between the rhetoric of 

demonization and persecution and the reality of toleration. After tracing the legal position of 

Anabaptists in the Imperial Constitution (the 1529 Edict of persecution, the exclusion of Anabaptists in 

the 1555 Religious Peace of Augsburg and in the 1648 Peace of Westphalia), von Schlachta shows 

the economic and demographic advantages the Anabaptists represented for many princes and cities in 

an age of mercantilism and cameralism. Clearly, one cannot generalize; the local was paramount.

In the second part of the book (p. 227–426), the author reviews different regional conflicts in the 17 th 

and 18th centuries. Particularly interesting is the case of the Swiss Confederation. As late as 1614, the 

Zurich authorities executed an Anabaptist, at a time when the rulers of a confessionally divided Europe 

had stopped issuing the death sentence against Anabaptist for half a century. The shock of this event 

and subsequent measures by several Calvinist Swiss cantons to imprison and expel the Anabaptists 

led to repeated interventions, not only by the Mennonite community in the Netherlands, but also by 

Dutch authorities. Rejecting the appellation of »Mennonite«, used to describe the pacifist followers of 

Menno Simons who had explicitly rejected the violence of Münster in the 1560s, the Swiss continued 

to view the civic disobedience of their Anabaptists as potentially rebellious in a country that relied so 

heavily on universal military service and the mercenary trade. 

The Palatinate was another place of conflict, as toleration turned to enforced Catholic conversion and 

exile, when the Catholic line succeeded a Calvinist dynasty in the late 17th century. The presence of 

Quakers and pietists further complicated the picture, but for Counter-Reformation Palatinate, all such 

groups were unwelcome. 

The interplay between economic interests and religious intolerance played out in the duchies of Jülich 

and Berg in the second half of the 17th century. The presence of a tolerant city (Kresfeld) in the same 

geographic region as an intolerant city (Rheydt) made the Lower Rhine an interesting case study in 

the political history of the Anabaptists. In addition to being a destination for Swiss and Palatine 

Anabaptists driven out of their homeland, the Lower Rhine also witnessed the first migration of these 

religious dissenters to North America (Pennsylvania) in 1683, a trend that would continue into the 

1770s from all over Central Europe.

In Prussia (Kingdom and Duchy) and in Prussian Lituania, it is the interplay of military service and 

economic benefits that determined the decisions by the Prussian state and the political history of the 

Anabaptists. As the major rival to rising Prussia, Catholic Habsburg represented a force of religious 

intolerance and Catholic uniformity after the mid-17th century. From Leopold to Maria Theresia, the 

Habsburg state tried to effect Catholic conversion of the Hutterites and Schwenckfeldians, who had 

hitherto enjoyed protection and religious liberties under local noble lords. The conflict would result in 

the emigration of these groups and the disappearance of religious dissent before the political reforms 

under Emperor Joseph created a different condition of religious toleration for »Enlightened 

Catholicism«.
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Based on archival sources in five countries and on mastery of published primary and secondary 

sources, this study is an original and interesting work of scholarship for historians broadly interested in 

the interplay between religion and politics in the early modern era.
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