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HEINZ SCHILLING, Konfessionalisierung und Staatsinteressen: Inter -
nationale Beziehungen 1559–1660, Handbuch der Geschichte der Inter -
nationalen Beziehungen, 2 (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2007),
xxvi + 673 pp. ISBN 978 3 506 73722 9. EUR 128.00

Each of the volumes in Schöningh’s nine-volume series on European
international relations has its own specific title, generally pairing two
concepts clearly intended by its author as defining characteristics of
the epoch assigned him by the editors, Heinz Duchhardt and Franz
Knipping. Heinz Schilling has chosen ‘confessionalization and inter-
ests of state’ as overarching themes for the early modern volume. He
opens by identifying the century after the Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis
as one of transition towards the modern international system. Europe
was more clearly defined geographically at this point than either
before or since because Russia, the Ottoman empire, and the rest of
the world were not yet integrated as equal partners in a common
international order.

Schilling’s structure is predetermined by the series format, divid-
ing the book into three equal parts that analyse structural conditions,
identify actors, and discuss the main events. The third part is gener-
ally chronological and offers a detailed yet succinct overview of the
major conflicts. The second divides Europe into four regions, includ-
ing the Ottoman-dominated south east. This allows for discussion of
internal problems, notably civil wars, that had international conse-
quences, as well as conveying a good sense of the political fragmen-
tation of the Continent. The first part is dominated, appropriately
given the period, by the twin problems of state formation and reli-
gious schism. Schilling eschews an overly materialist discussion of
political developments, rightly emphasizing how conventionally
weak states, such as the papacy or Calvinist Geneva, exerted influ-
ence disproportionate to their size, wealth, or military potential. He
also notes that the incomplete character of most European states
allowed other ‘actors’ on the international stage, such as armed mer-
cantile companies, religious orders, and representative institutions. 

Religion is discussed through the ‘confessionalization’ thesis to
which the author has already contributed substantially in earlier
publications. The emphasis here centres on the consequences for
international relations of the formation of distinct confessions within
Christian Europe, rather than how that process came about. The cen-
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tral argument is that confessionalization occurred during the transi-
tion of the European states system following the failure of the
Habsburgs’ attempt to prolong late-medieval universalism through
their dynastic empire. Confessionalization filled a void until a new
system of relations emerged based on secular concepts of interna-
tional law. It enabled states and non-state actors to forge links across
considerable distances based on common faith. Confessional net-
works were generally wider than inter-state alliances and were great-
ly assisted by the media and communications revolution that has
received attention recently, especially by Wolfgang Behringer. This
and other work on what has been dubbed the ‘cultural history of
international relations’ is deftly woven into a lucid discussion of the
forms of inter-state communication and diplomacy. Considerable
importance is attached to the concept of a generational shift around
1580 as people who had only known religious schism reached matu-
rity and positions of influence. They displaced those who still
believed compromise might restore the lost harmony. Schilling
argues this process accelerated around 1600, coinciding with the
intensification of state-building as rulers sought to impose their
exclusive authority over intermediary bodies, recalcitrant nobles,
and fractious provinces. This argument suggests structural causes for
the widespread warfare, especially the Thirty Years War. The latter’s
epicentre is identified as the Holy Roman Empire that is described as
only ‘partially modernized’ (pp. 352–3). Schilling sees the Empire’s
constitutional problems as an implosion that triggered a general
European war, an ‘inferno’ (pp. 415, 417) that forged the modern
states system. By coupling the political and religious crises, the
author hopes to resolve the current controversy, exemplified by the
debate between Johannes Burkhardt and Axel Gotthard, over the
true character of early modern conflict. The coincidence of confes-
sional tension with state interests pursued with unparalleled vigour,
means that war was simultaneously about religion and state-building.

Overall, this is an impressive synthesis. The author is genuinely
international in his choice of secondary authorities and inclusive in
his approach. The text is admirably clear, though something has gone
awry in the production, especially in part B of chapter six where the
discussion breaks off abruptly on p. 419. The author covers a vast ter-
rain, geographically, chronologically, and historiographically. Even
in a work of this size, this has led to some compression, though none
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that detracts substantially from its clarity or utility. Overall, howev-
er, the book’s reception will depend on how far the reader is pre-
pared to accept the confessionalization thesis. The volume has pro-
vided Schilling with the opportunity to present the definitive state-
ment of this interpretation. Some might question whether the under-
lying concept is sufficiently robust to explain the transition Schilling
describes so effectively. There are times where he is forced to
acknowledge qualifications to his argument. Those urging peace, like
Lerma or Oldenbarnevelt, are grouped as the older generation that
lost influence to the younger, confessionalized militants around 1600.
These moderates are presented as swimming against the tide, with
the result that events such as the outbreak of war in central Europe in
1618 appear almost inevitable. There is little scope here for contin-
gency. He also notes the presence of cross-confessional alliances,
such as the attempt by the Palatine and Bohemian leadership to ally
with the Ottomans in 1620. Such attempts are reduced to aberrations
in a general trend towards confessionalized relations. The problems
encountered by Savoy and Stuart England in maintaining stable
external relations are blamed on their failure to adhere to this trend.
However, the most successful power to emerge by 1660 was France
that regularly allied with Protestants. How many exceptions can we
have if the rule is still to be proved? Above all, the book’s concluding
section betrays the limits to the confessional argument. Schilling
endorses the standard interpretation of the Westphalian settlement
(seen here in its widest sense as the treaties between 1648 and 1660)
as secularizing international relations by taking religion out of poli-
tics. This was possible, he claims, because politicians could still dis-
tinguish between the two, despite their supposed fusion around
1600. It is a measure of the volume’s success that it provokes such
reflections and it is to be welcomed both as an accessible ‘handbook’
and an important piece of scholarship that advances the debate on
early modern international relations.

PETER H. WILSON is GF Grant Professor of History at the Uni -
versity of Hull. He is currently on AHRC-funded leave completing a
general study of the Thirty Years War. An article reviewing the de -
bate on the war’s causes will appear in the English Historical Review
later in 2008. 
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