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ABSTRACT  

 

 

 

THE MARKET FOR AFTERLIFE SALVATION: ON ENDOGENOUS 

ESTABLISHMENT AND ABOLISHMENT OF PURGATORY IN CHRISTIANITY 

AND ITS EFFECTS ON THE PRINTING INDUSTRY 

 

Zeynab Masoudnia, PhD 

 

George Mason University, 2014 

 

Dissertation Director: Dr. David M. Levy 

 

 

 

According to the doctrine of purgatory, souls departing life in God’s grace who 

haven’t yet received remission of their sins, will suffer a temporary punishment in 

purgatory in order to be purged of sins and ready for heaven. Le Goff (1984), a scholar of 

medieval history, states that the doctrine of purgatory was introduced in Christianity by 

the Catholic Church in the 12
th

 century. The importance of the doctrine of purgatory is 

the fact that it connects this world with the next, and those alive can pray and change the 

faith of souls in purgatory. Thus, purgatory is an interesting topic to study because the 

religious firm, the Church, can alter the well-being of individuals in both this world and 

the next. This research studies the history of endogenous changes in afterlife salvation 

and the doctrine of purgatory, along with the economic incentives leading to these 

changes. 
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The first chapter offers a demand side explanation for the establishment of 

purgatory. Contrary to previous literature (Ekelund et al.1992) that claims the reason for 

the birth of purgatory was the Church’s rent-seeking behavior, I distinguish between the 

establishment of purgatory and sale of indulgences, and argue that purgatory was a 

comforting doctrine and in popular demand by believers. The sale of indulgences and 

other theological background required for indulgences, such as treasury of merit and 

confession, was introduced to Christianity later, and led to the Church’s rent-seeking 

behavior. Furthermore, the existence of parallel doctrines in other religions such as Islam 

may have caused religious syncretism between the two religions on the topic. 

The second chapter explains the gradual abolishment of purgatory. The 

abolishment of purgatory is more complex than just competition between the Church and 

the Protestant Reformation, as argued in previous economics of religion literature. The 

Reformation movement was initiated with a rejection of the sale of indulgences but it had 

a more confirming view toward purgatory. I explain that the theological rejection of 

purgatory happened as a result of exogenous technological shock from the biblical 

translation revolution. As Martin Luther translated the Bible using the Greek and Hebrew 

sources for the first time in centuries, he noticed the questionable scriptural sources for 

the basis of purgatory. The institutional change leading to eventual abolishment of 

purgatory happened as a result of English Reformation. As England separated from the 

Church, the state attempted to gain the financial benefits of chantries and monasteries. 

The confiscation of the Church’s institutions for prayer of souls, such as monasteries and 
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chantries, was only possible if there was no need for such prayer, or in other words, no 

purgatory.  

The third chapter studies the consequences of rejection of indulgences and 

purgatory on the printing industry. Many economic literatures explain that the printing 

industry aided the Protestant Reformation; however, they fail to notice the technological 

changes in printing at the time of the Reformation and the nature of changes in the market 

for printing. This chapter studies the effects of the Reformation movement on the printing 

industry and points out that the Reformation’s rejection of the sale of indulgences led to a 

religious controversy and created a dynamic demand for printing. As the Reformation 

movement demanded high quantity of printing at rapid speed, it helped the new printing 

technology of movable types to flourish. In the part of the world without similar religious 

controversy and consequent high demand for printing, such as Islamic countries at the 

time, the printing industry was not as successful as in Europe at the time of Protestant 

Reformation. 
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CHAPTER 1: Establishment of the Doctrine of Purgatory in Christianity: a 

Demand Side Explanation 

 

 

 

Thus for themselves and us good speed imploring 
Those spirits went beneath a weight like that 

We sometimes feel in dreams; all, sore beset, 

But with unequal anguish; wearied all; 

Round the first circuit; purging as they go 
(Dante, Divine Comedy, Purgatory CANTO XI)1 

 
 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The doctrine of purgatory suggests the existence of a temporary condition or place 

between this world and the next. In this intermediary status, purgatorial punishments 

purify souls not guilty enough for eternal torment, and make them ready for heaven. The 

doctrine was initially introduced to Christianity in the 12th century (Le Goff 1984) and 

later it was abolished by the Protestant Reformation. Purgatory is an interesting 

theological doctrine to study using economic methods because it was developed 

endogenously by religious authorities rather than introduced exogenously in the scripture, 

and later was abolished by these religious authorities. Studying the evolution of 

institutions is an important part of understanding the incentives of agents and, 

consequently, economic growth in a society. This paper explores the endogenous 

institutional changes in Medieval Europe by studying the birth of purgatory in 

Christianity and its effect on the Protestant Reformation. The Reformation was a

                                                 
1
 http://www.gutenberg.org 

http://www.gutenberg.org/
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pivotal chapter in the history of Europe that had enormous social and economic affects 

and the belief in purgatory and indulgences incentivized the Reformation movement.  

There is a limited economics literature studying the doctrine of purgatory. The 

most prominent work is Ekelund et al. (1992). Extending Le Goff’s (1984) argument 

using an economics of religion framework, Ekelund et al. (1992) claim that the Catholic 

Church innovated the doctrine of purgatory in order to take advantage of its monopoly 

power and brand loyalty and to maximize its revenue through price discrimination. In 

other words, the rent-seeking behavior of the Catholic Church was the main reason 

behind what Le Goff (1984) refers to as the “birth of purgatory.” While the Church 

abused the doctrine of purgatory through the sale of indulgences, the history of the birth 

of purgatory is more complex than just the Church’s rent-seeking behavior and Ekelund 

et al. (1992) fail to capture the complete story. This chapter takes a closer look at the 

history and timing of the introduction of the notion of purgatory and distinguishes 

between the doctrine of purgatory and the sale of indulgences. Further, it provides an 

alternative explanation for the process of the establishment of the notion of purgatory 

than the explanation offered in the existing literature since the rent seeking reasoning for 

the birth of purgatory is inconsistent with the historical records in Europe and the Middle 

East. 

Le Goff (1984) mentions that there are similar afterlife views on purgatory in 

other religions such as Hinduism, Judaism, and Zoroastrianism. However, Le Goff 

(1984), Ekelund et al. (1992, 2002), and other economics of religion literature built on 

these sources fail to notice parallel purgatorial views in a neighboring religion, Islam. 
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This research explores the Islamic theological background of the concept of purgatory 

and shows that purgatory was introduced in Islamic theology centuries before its birth in 

Christianity, with solid scriptural background in the Quran, contrary to the controversial 

theoretical basis of this doctrine in Christianity. The theory of the Church’s rent-seeking 

behavior is not applicable to the explanation of purgatory in Islam since the mere 

existence of an Islamic doctrine of purgatory does not provide a market for the sale of 

afterlife salvation. With the study of the purgatorial doctrine, it is insightful to extend the 

economics of religion explanation beyond Christianity only, and to offer a general theory 

which is applicable to other religions as well. 

Studying the literature on the history of the medieval Church and the timing of the 

birth of purgatory, an alternative explanation for the establishment of doctrine of 

purgatory can be assigned to what I call “comfort of purgatory.” People take comfort in 

believing that their sins can be forgiven and that they can improve the eternal faith of 

themselves and their deceased loved ones. Since the idea of hell is unattractive to 

believers, purgatory and the possibility of redemption is comforting. Therefore, religions 

competing with other religions with a comforting purgatorial view have an incentive to 

introduce such doctrines in order to attract customers. In other words, there is a 

possibility of syncretism between Christianity and other religions such as Islam on this 

topic. 

Section 2 of the paper offers a literature review on the birth of purgatory. Section 

3 explores the timing of the development of purgatory and indulgences. Section 4 studies 

the scriptural basis for the doctrine in Christianity. Section 5 explores the purgatorial 
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beliefs in Islam and Section 6 discusses in detail the rent seeking and religious syncretism 

explanation for the birth of purgatory in Christianity. 

 

1.2. On the Thesis of Ekelund et al. 

  

The economics of religion literature assumes that the Church is a profit 

maximizing firm and people are the customers of the religious firm. Although the profit 

maximization assumption may not seem to be the objective of a religion, any firm, 

including religious firms, needs wealth to continue to survive and operate. Several studies 

model the Church as a profit maximizing firm (Thornton 1992, Ekelund et al. 1989). 

There are also many studies that examine the rent-seeking behavior of the Catholic 

Church as a monopolistic firm, including the sale of indulgences (Iannaccone 1991, 

Schmidtchen and Mayer 1997, Davidson 1995, Allen 1995).  

Hull (1989) and Hull and Bold (1994) study changes in afterlife and attribution 

beliefs in Western Europe in the Middle Ages. They recognize that “afterlife is an 

endogenous variable” in religion (Hull and Bold 1994, p. 447), and point out that 

churches use afterlife doctrine in order to enforce appropriate social behavior. The 

promise of heaven is a pleasant reward that incentivizes believers to act according to 

religious rules but there is diminishing marginal return for reward in heaven. Hell and the 

torture and torment that come with it, although vexatious, improve an individual’s 

incentives in the face of diminishing return of heaven. Hull and Bold (1994) conclude 

that in cultures where a church is an influential part of enforcing social norms and 

behaviors, afterlife beliefs are strong; conversely, when a state enforces social rules, 
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afterlife beliefs are less significant. This argument does not, however, explain purgatory 

as a part of afterlife belief in Christianity in the Middle Ages.  

The economic literature on the concept of purgatory is limited to Ekelund et al. 

(1992 and 2006), who claim that the birth of purgatory was an innovation of the Catholic 

Church. Ekelund et al. (1992) postulate the innovation of purgatory as a method to 

increase the Catholic Church’s power and revenue by enabling the sale of indulgences. 

Considering that sins are economic goods that people enjoy, Ekelund et al. (1992) argue 

that selling indulgences creates a market for this economic good. The existence of 

forgiveness through purgatory and the ability to pay the price of sins, not only increases 

the hope for bright afterlife, but also makes religiosity easier. Therefore, selling 

indulgences increases the Church’s membership and its revenue. Additionally, the fact 

that forgiveness can be obtained before and after death, decreases the risk of being 

responsible for sins. By adopting the doctrine of purgatory, the Church entered the 

market for selling indulgences literally for money. Ekelund et al. (1992) argue that the 

high demand for the forgiveness of sins led to the gradual establishment and acceptance 

of purgatory. 

Finally, Ekelund et al. (1992) mention that the characteristics of the market for 

salvation gave the Church the power of price discriminates. Brand loyalty of the Church 

members eliminates the possibility of arbitrage. Confessions provide the Church with 

information about the customers who essentially reveal their willingness to pay. A long 

term relationship between the religious organization and its customers reveals 

information about the customer’s income, religiosity and taste. With all the conditions of 
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price discrimination perfectly in place, the combination of purgatory, indulgences and 

private confession, the Church engaged in price discrimination by offering a different 

price for salvation to the customers based on their demand. 

Protestants, trying to gain a market share and customers, claimed that God is the 

only one who gives absolution and the church should stay out of the market for selling it. 

The Protestant churches tried to compete with the Catholic Church by lowering the price 

of religious goods and offering a different quality (Ekelund et al. 2002). 

I challenge Ekelund et al. (1992, 2002 and 2006) by differentiating between the 

doctrine of purgatory and indulgences as these doctrines came to life at different times. 

The next section is devoted to explaining the introduction of all the doctrines that were 

ultimately used by the Church for the sale of indulgences.  

 

1.3. The Timing of Purgatory and Indulgences 

 

Indulgence was the Church’s system to pardon sins of Christians. Indulgences are 

based on two beliefs: the sacrament of penance, and purgatory (Duggan 2014). The 

sacrament of penance requires guilt and punishment for the remission of sins. 

Forgiveness was originally achieved through doing good works in life and suffering in 

purgatory after death, but the sacrament of penance was altered during the 13
th

 century to 

include confession and the purchasing indulgences for money. The sacrament of penance 

and the establishment of purgatory were created at different times in Christianity (Table 

1). I will explore in more detail the timing of the emergence of these doctrines and argue 

that the gap between the adoption of purgatory and indulgences in Christianity casts some 
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doubts on Ekelund et al.’s (1992) reasoning for the innovation of the doctrine of 

purgatory.  

The doctrine of purgatory started to take form as early as the 11
th

 century as 

prayer for the souls of deceased became a common practice in Christianity. Le Goff 

(1984, p. 157) states that the birth of purgatory occurred in the 12
th

 century. However, the 

market for the sale of afterlife salvation through indulgence happened in the 13
th

 century 

when the Church took control over the notion of purgatory and claimed that the Pope and 

priests can pardon sins.  The development of the “treasury of merit” concept in the 13
th

 

century was the main theological explanation for the Church’s power to pardon sins.  

According to the treasury of merit notion, the ability of any Christian to merit 

anything comes from the merit of Christ and the Church. Saints possess extra merits, 

which give them the power to pardon sins. As Smith (1956, p. 977) states: “It is the 

Mystical Body of Christ. By his death Christ made it possible for us to gain that 

supernatural life of sanctifying grace whereby 'we are made partakers of the Divine 

Nature.' Those who possess this life are united with each other by their common union 

with Christ from whom they all received it. Thus Christ’s merits and satisfaction are 

shared by faithful Christians through their union with Christ in the Church . . . Thus 

Christ’s atonement being infinite is inexhaustible, and all the sins of the world can be 

expiated by it. Moreover, the saints have often made satisfaction in excess of what they 

require to atone for their own sins. This satisfactory value of their acts, not being used for 

themselves, remains in existence and can be used for others. This is that spiritual treasury 



8 

 

often called the 'Treasury of Merits,' from which can be unceasingly drawn satisfaction 

for the sins of Christians. ” Therefore, the indulgence could be granted by Pope or priests. 

Development of the 'treasury of merit' in the 13
th

 century was the Church’s 

method of taking control of afterlife salvation and purgatory that ultimately led  to the 

Church to accept a fixed amount of money instead of a meritorious work and suffering in 

purgatory for the forgiveness of sins. While the theological basis for indulgences 

developed in the 13
th

 century, the first papal forgiveness happened at the beginning of the 

14
th

 century when Pope Boniface VIII forgave the sins of the deceased during the Jubilee 

celebration (Walls 2012, p. 25). Other than the development of the doctrine of purgatory, 

it is interesting to note that many scholars considered the 13
th

 century to mark the start of 

the Church’s rent-seeking behavior that led to the Protestant Reformation (Leff 1961, 

Southern 1970, Walls 2012). 

 

 

Table 1: Timing of the Establishment of Purgatory and Indulgences2 

1024-1033  A monastery at Cluny, France began praying for the dead for the 

first time. This practice spread quickly. 

 

1170-1180    The birth of purgatory in Notre Dame (purgatory was used as a 

noun for the first time) 

 

1215    The Fourth Lateran Council made annual confession mandatory 

 

1254  Official “birth certificate of purgatory” when Pope Innocent IV 

defined purgatory in a letter to the Greek Church 

 

Mid- 13
th

 cen  Establishment of “treasury of merit”  

 

                                                 
2
 Source: Le Goff (1984) 
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1274  Second official “birth certificate” as Second Council of Lyons 

promulgates purgatory 

 

1300  Pope Boniface VIII used the power to forgive the souls in 

purgatory for the first time as he pardoned the sins of pilgrims who 

traveled to Rome for the celebration of the Jubilee and those who died on 

their way to Rome.  

 

1343  Pope Clement VI declared the “treasury of merit” an official 

doctrine of the Church 

 

 

The Church corrupted the doctrine of purgatory through the later development of 

treasury of merit, sale of indulgences, and the exercise of intercessory prayer for the 

dead. However, this doesn’t mean that the mere reason for the birth of purgatory was 

solely rent-seeking, especially since the concept of purgatory was established earlier. As 

Walls (2012, p. 27) points out: “ Perhaps it is more accurate to say that it was abuse 

related to doctrine rather than the doctrine itself that played this pivotal historical role, 

but the abuses were at the time so closely intertwined with the doctrine itself that it is 

hard for many to make a distinction. I refer, of course, to the sale of indulgences and the 

reckless and scandalous manner in which this was commonly done as a means of fund-

raising for the Church.” 

This research suggests that the reason for the initial introduction of purgatory and 

prayer for the dead was a popular demand for such doctrine, because people find solace 

in the “comfort of purgatory.” Belief in purgatory offers hope that there is the possibility 

of forgiveness after death. Praying for the souls in Hell was not possible and effective, 

but purgatory was a way to connect the living to the souls of their deceased loved ones. 
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As Greenblatt (2001, p. 17)  points out: “Purgatory forged a different kind of link 

between the living and the dead, or, rather, it enables the dead to be not completely dead- 

not as utterly gone, finished, complete as those souls resided forever in Hell or Heaven.” 

Since people are emotionally connected to their deceased love ones, the idea that their 

prayer can help to pardon their sins after life is comforting to them. I will explore the 

demand side explanation for establishment of purgatory in more detail in section 4.  

After the doctrine of purgatory found its place in the Church’s doctrine and in the 

hearts of believers, the Church exploited it with the selling of indulgences.  Walls (2012, 

p. 24) notices that while, initially, purgatory was built on hope and fear, in the 13
th

 

century the Church took advantage of the fear aspect of the purgatory. Consequently, 

believers fearful of punishment in purgatory were willing to pay any price to avoid the 

torture of purgatory. Indulgence became an important part of the Church and religion 

starting from the early 14
th

 century until the Reformation (Shaffern 1996, p. 238). 

In order to understand the history and reason for the establishment of purgatory, it 

is important to study the scriptural basis of purgatory in Christianity. The next section is 

dedicated to taking a closer look at the controversial basis for purgatory in the Bible. 

 

1.4. The Scriptural Basis for Purgatory in Christianity  

 

The scriptural basis for purgatory is very controversial, which is in the same line 

with the claim of endogeneity of the Church’s institution in this case. This section 

explores in detail the purgatorial references in the Bible and studies what makes them 

controversial. According to Le Goff (1984), in order to establish a new doctrine, the 
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Church had to build a theological foundation to support the doctrine in the 12
th

 century. 

Therefore, this doctrine has a less than convincing scriptural basis.  

The main biblical reference to purgatory is a passage from the Maccabees, which 

refers to a few sinful Jewish soldiers who were killed and Judas Maccabeus orders 

prayers on their behalf: 

“ So they all blessed the ways of the Lord, the righteous judge, 

who reveals the things that are hidden; and they turned to supplication, 

praying that the sin that had been committed might be wholly blotted out. 

The noble Judas exhorted the people to keep themselves free from sin, for 

they had seen with their own eyes what had happened as the result of the 

sin of those who had fallen. He also took up a collection, man by man, to 

the amount of two thousand drachmas of silver, and sent it to Jerusalem to 

provide for a sin-offering. In doing this he acted very well and 

honourably, taking account of the resurrection. For if he were not 

expecting that those who had fallen would rise again, it would have been 

superfluous and foolish to pray for the dead. But if he was looking to the 

splendid reward that is laid up for those who fall asleep in godliness, it 

was a holy and pious thought. Therefore he made atonement for the dead, 

so that they might be delivered from their sin (2 Macc. 12:41-46).”
3
 

 

This passage is the primary and strongest foundation for the doctrine of purgatory. 

Supporters of the purgatorial view argue that this passage refers to the possibility of being 

forgiven after death and the effect of people’s prayer on forgiveness. This is not a 

common belief found anywhere else in the Bible. Even many Roman Catholic scholars 

and believers in purgatory, such as Hayes in “Four Views of Hell” (1996), deny the 

relation between this passage and purgatory. Hayes argues that there is no textual basis 

for purgatory and emphasizes that there are traditional reasons for the existence of 

purgatory. He notes: “the issue of purgatory is clearly an issue of development of 

                                                 
3
 New Revised Standard Version of the Bible 
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doctrine” (p. 109). This view confirms the economics of religion explanation of the 

creation of the purgatorial doctrine endogenously by the Church. Additionally, Le Goff 

(1984, p. 45) argues that praying for the dead developed later and was not practiced at the 

time of Judas Maccabeus, around 170 B.C. It is also important to note that the second 

book of Maccabees is considered to be canonical and part of the Old Testament according 

to the Catholic view but Protestants do not consider it canonical. The topic of canonical 

scripture and the Protestant Reformation will be explored in detail in the second chapter. 

Other than the above passage, three texts in the New Testament have been used 

for building the doctrine of purgatory. All of these passages refer to purgatory indirectly 

and are open to interpretation. Therefore, the scriptural basis of purgatory is questionable 

and hasn’t been accepted by all Christians. Even the New Catholic Encyclopedia 

(Cevetello 2003) in its explanation of purgatory admits that purgatory is based on 

tradition not on the scripture. This is further proof that the introduction of purgatory to 

Christianity was done endogenously. The main question is the reason behind the 

innovation of purgatory. 

This research studies Islam as a test case for the explanation of the birth of 

purgatory. While literatures mention the possible effect of other cultures and religions on 

the purgatorial view in Christianity, they are silent in the case of purgatorial views in 

Islam. Since Islam was also present at the time of the establishment of the doctrine of 

purgatory in Europe, and has similar purgatorial views as Christianity, it makes sense to 

take a closer look at the purgatorial views of Islam and explore the possible effects of 
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both religions on each other. The next section explores the basis and purgatorial beliefs in 

Islam. 

 

1.5. Purgatory and Salvation in Islam 

 

Based on the Quran and Sunnah
4
 (tradition), Muslims believe that Barzakh 

(purgatory) is a temporary place where souls wait until judgment day. When a soul 

separates from the body after death, it will be transferred to Barzakh. The existence of 

purgatory (Barzakh) has solid scriptural basis in the Quran and the doctrine has been 

accepted by all major branches of Islam (except the small sects of Motazilite and 

Kharijite). The belief about the conditions and location of Barzakh has evolved over time 

among Islamic scholars in order to become more comforting but there is no disagreement 

about its existence from the beginning of Islam (Eklund 1941). 

 

 

 

The term Barzakh appears in Quran Surah 23 (المومنون) verse 100: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Collection of deeds and sayings of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam 

so that I may do good deeds in the 

world that I have left behind." 

Never! This is just a statement which 

carries no value, it will be too late 

because there will be a barrier 

(Barzakh) between them and the 

world they have just left till the Day 

they are raised to life again. " 

 

َعلِّي أَْعَمُل َصالًِحا فِيَما تََرْكُت ۚ َكَّلا ۚ إِناهَا َكلَِمةٌ هَُو 

 قَائِلُهَا ۖ َوِمْن َوَرائِِهْم بَْرَزٌخ إِلَٰى يَْوِم يُْبَعثُونَ 
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The word Barzakh literally means a barrier between two things. This verse 

describes the regrets of the dead as they ask God to return them to the world but that their 

request will be denied because there is a barrier between them and the previous world. 

Although this is the only verse which uses the word “Barzakh,” Islamic scholars use this 

word to explain the intermediate state between death and resurrection. Therefore the 

word “Barzakh” has been always used for purgatory or the 3
rd

 place between this world 

and the next and not in its literal meaning. 

There are 15 different verses in the Quran, which give us more information about 

Barzakh and refer to its existence; these verses refer to purgatory by discussing different 

stages of life, people’s feelings after death, self-review of their actions, and feelings of 

regret. It is clear from these verses that people can talk, feel, and also suffer from 

punishment after death. Since these verses doesn’t offer any detail on time, space and 

other characteristics of Barzakh, the interpretation literature on the topic changed over 

time.  

Eklund (1941) and Smith and Haddad (2002) explain the post-Quranic evolution 

of the Barzakh concept. In detail, Smith and Haddad (2002, pp. 33-52) argue that 

orthodox Islam mainly focuses on two occurrences after death. The first one is the 

questioning of a deceased person by the angels who record sins and good deeds (Munkar 

and Nakir) about his beliefs and deeds. Sinners who can’t answer their questions 

correctly will be punished starting immediately; people who have accomplished enough 

good deeds will be able answer the angels’ questions when in the grave and will be 
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immediately or eventually be sent to heaven. The second is the punishment in the grave 

as the first part of an individual’s retribution. Therefore, initially (8
th

 century) the location 

of Barzakh is viewed to be in the grave. The Quran refers to the punishment after death, 

but doesn’t mention the location of the punishment; however, the traditional literature 

emphasizes that this punishment happens in the grave. 

Modern Islamic scholars, ignoring some of the traditional literature or interpreting 

it, view Barzakh as a place and time for purification and preparation (Smith and Haddad 

2002, pp. 99-126). “Once the interpretation took hold, al-barzakh began to evolve from a 

boundary line to boundary space” (Halevi 2011, p. 217). Modernists accept that there is 

some kind of punishment or reward in the grave but they do not share the views of 

traditionalists. Some even argue that the punishment in the grave is psychological and it 

is the regret and guilt for one’s sins.  Muhammad Zafrullah Khan interprets this transitory 

time as referring to the phase between death and resurrection not the physical place of the 

grave.  Eklund (1941) mentions that both orthodox and modern scholars talk about the 

same intermediate state after life but offer different details about it. What orthodox Islam 

calls punishment and reward in the grave is basically what is later called Barzakh.  

The important point is that the punishment in Barzakh, regardless of if Barzakh is 

in the grave or no physical place at all, is purgatorial. Some categories of Muslims will be 

directly sent to heaven after death and will not stay in an intermediary state between 

death and resurrection. The first category is the martyrs, who according to the Quran 

(Surah 3, Verse 169-170) will be welcomed to heaven by angels upon death. Scholars 

who read every night and Muslims who suffered from illness are others who will directly 
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enter heaven. Those who will be questioned in the grave and possibly punished are 

believers who sinned and couldn’t achieve absolution; therefore the punishment is 

purgatorial for them (Halevi 2011, pp. 220-222). The frequency and kinds of punishment 

depend on each person’s actions, good deeds, and sins during his lifetime. A believer can 

be forgiven after purgatorial punishment and may enter heaven. The interesting point is 

that not only Barzakh is purgatorial in Islam, hell is also purgatorial. Sinners, who can’t 

achieve absolution until the judgment day, will be sent to hell. All the believers, after 

being punished for their sins, either in hell or purgatory, will eventually go to heaven. 

What exactly happens after the questioning and punishment in the grave until the 

judgment day is not exactly clear, but the majority of scholars believe that people will 

wait for the judgment day in a sleep-like condition with the exception of martyrs, who 

will enter directly into heaven (Surah 3, Verse 169-170). Other scholars, such as Al-

Ghazali (11
th

 century), argue that the degree of awareness after purgatorial punishment in 

the grave depends on the rank of a person. 

The main point is that purgatory was a strong part of afterlife beliefs in Islam. 

There are similarities between the afterlife views of the two religions, such as venial and 

mortal sins, resurrection, and several more.  It is also possible that the two religions have 

influenced each other’s purgatorial views. 

 

1.6. Discussion: Religious Syncretism and the Comfort of Purgatory 

 

According to economic theory, rational people making a decision whether to sin 

weigh the marginal benefit of a sin with its marginal cost. The Church defines the 
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marginal cost of a sin as the guilt of and punishment for that sin. Heaven’s rewards and 

punishment of hell was set in a way that marginal cost of a sin is higher than marginal 

benefit so that believers consequently abstain from sinning. Economists know that people 

don’t always act rationally and sometimes instant gratification takes over. Sins can be 

explained by choosing instant gratification when the rational choice according to cost 

analysis for a believer is to follow the religious regulations. Purgatory is a comforting 

doctrine that allows believers to get remission after instant gratification takes over and 

they sin. Furthermore, people are emotionally connected to their deceased love ones and 

it is comforting to know that you can improve their eternal life through prayers. Thus, the 

purgatorial doctrine gives believers hope for absolution and is comforting.  

This chapter rejects the claims that the sole reason for the introduction of 

purgatory was a supply side reason offered by Ekelund et al. (1992). The Church later 

abused the doctrine of purgatory through the sale of indulgences in order to increase its 

wealth, but the initial introduction of purgatory to Christianity could be explained by the 

demand for purgatory. The demand side explanation of the birth of purgatory is based on 

the fact that the doctrine is comforting and compatible with human emotions and 

historical evidences of the gradual birth of purgatory and eventual persistence of this 

doctrine after the Reformation supports this explanation. Based on the demand 

explanation for purgatory, the possibility of syncretism among religions on the topic 

exists as customers demand a comforting doctrine they find in other religions. 

Le Goff (1984) showed that the belief in purgatory started with the practice of 

prayer for the souls of deceased. He offered various stories of the believers who dreamed 
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that their prayers led to forgiveness of the soul of their love ones. This practice spread 

fast among the public and in the Church teaching and theology even before the Church 

officially approved this doctrine. This historical evidence is in line with the popular 

demand argument. I argue that the popular demand for purgatory was originated as 

people who were familiar with parallel doctrines in other religions such as Islam found 

the doctrine of purgatory attractive. 

Religious syncretism is defined as when a religion borrows an ideology, practice 

or any element from another religion. The fact that purgatory has been an uncontroversial 

aspect of Islam pre-dates the doctrine in Christianity and the influence of Islam in Europe 

may imply the possibility of syncretism between the two religions. Although at the end of 

the 11
th

 century Christianity was the dominant religion in Europe and Islam was the 

dominant religion in the Near East and Africa, both religions extended beyond their own 

boundaries as they sought religious conquest and conversion (Burns 1971, Sweetman 

2002, Southern 1962 and Norman 2009). 

The contact and competition between Islam and Christianity may have affected 

the two religion’s doctrines on afterlife as the public and religious scholars were aware of 

other religions. If this is the case, then the supply side explanation for innovation of the 

doctrine offered by Ekelund et al. (1992) may not be the correct and only explanation of 

the “birth of purgatory” in Christianity. There could also be a demand-based motivation 

for the development of purgatory in Christianity. Customers could have found the 

purgatorial views of a competing religion, such as Islam, interesting and therefore, the 
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Catholic Church started to adopt the similar view. I will explore this possibility in more 

detail in this section.  

There are both similarities and differences between the Islamic and Christian 

concepts of purgatory. The main and most important similarities are the possibility of 

purification of sins through purgatorial fire, the difficulty element of this purgatorial 

punishment, and also the effects of prayers for of dead. The two main differences 

between the two religions include the location of purgatory. Christians don’t associate 

any specific place with purgatory (somewhere between heaven and hell), but traditional 

Islamic literature (8th century) considers the purgatorial punishment to happen 

specifically in the grave. This view is less accepted by modern Islamic scholars. The 

second difference is that the retributive punishment in purgatory does not necessarily lead 

to salvation in Islam; it depends on a person’s sins and God’s forgiveness.  Although 

everyone who believes in God will eventually enter heaven in Islam, forgiveness doesn’t 

necessarily happen in purgatory; for a sinner, he may receive his absolution after the 

restriction day. Christianity has a more hopeful approach to purgatory, where whoever 

enters purgatory eventually finds his way to heaven. 

The fact that there are differences between the two purgatorial concepts in Islam 

and Christianity doesn’t mean that the purgatorial punishment according to Islam didn’t 

act as an inspiration for the adoption of purgatory in Christianity. Halevi (2011, p. 333) 

argues that: “Christians had not one but many ideas about purgatorial tortures, and these 

changed over time. Some of these ideas were certainly analogous to Muslim ideas about 
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life between death and resurrection. The real question is whether the analogous systems 

were simply parallel or interconnected historically.” 

Ekelund et al. (1992) didn’t consider the possibility of syncretism between the 

two religions since they seem to be unaware of the purgatory views of Islam. They (p. 11) 

mention “the absence of purgatory in most Christian religions, as well as from Islam.” 

The reason behind their failure to notice the extensive literature on purgatory in Islam can 

be traced back to, their main source, Le Goff (1984). In his book, “The Birth of 

Purgatory,” Le Goff (1984, p. 186) argues that “there seems to be nothing in Muslim 

doctrine that might correspond to Purgatory.” Le Goff in the endnote of the chapter (p. 

397) adds his sources for this claim: “Regarding Muslim influences, see the somewhat 

exaggerated claims put forward by M. Asin Palacio in :a Escatologia musulmana en la 

“Divinia Commedia (Madrid, 1919) and Dante y el Islam (Madrid 1929), as well as more 

moderate ones of E. Cerulli, Il “libro della Scala” et la questione delle fonti arabo-

spagnole della Divine Comedia (Rome 1949). Concerning the absent Purgatory in Islam 

see especially “Etude sur l’histoire religieuse de I`Iran,” Revue de l`histoire des 

religions 20, no. 40 (1899), p. 12. See also M. Arkoun, Jl Le Goff, T. Fahd, and 

M.Rodinson, L`Etrange et le Merveilleux dans l`Islam  medieval (Paris, 1978)”, pp. 100-

101. There is ample evidence in Islamic literature on the existence and importance of 

Barzakh in Islam that Le Goff (1984) seems to miss. Ekelund et al. (1992) who used Le 

Goff (1984) as a source also didn’t notice the existence of purgatory in Islam. 

Halevi (2011, p. 334), studying the Islamic literature on afterlife, argues against 

this claim: “But, if the Christian special imagination about purgatorium did not begin to 
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develop until the twelfth century, as Le Goff argues, it would be worthwhile to examine 

the possibility of al-Barzakh acting as a stimulus. The different though obviously related 

question of Muslim influence on Dante’s eschatology was taken up enthusiastically by 

Miguel Asin Palacios, La Escatologia musulmana en la “Divina Comedia” (Madrid, 

1919, rev. ed., 1943); and more soberly by E. Cerulli, Il “libro della Scala” e la 

questione delle fonti arabo-spagnole della Divine Commedia (Citta del Vaticano, 1970); 

and Nuove ricerche sul Libro della scala e la conoscenza dell” Islam in Occidente (Citta 

del Catacano, 1972).”  

This religious competition between Christianity and Islam to convert followers 

goes against the assumption of the Catholic Church as a monopolistic firm. Although free 

religious competition the same as today’s modern societies didn’t exist in Medieval 

Europe, it still is unrealistic to assume the Catholic Church was a monopoly. Christians 

and Muslim lived side by side in parts of Europe such as Spain, France and England and 

were aware of each other’s ideologies. Islam, the dominant religion in the Near East and 

Africa, competed with Christianity to extend their followers and boundaries during the 

Middle Ages.  

Historians, such as Burns (1971), Sweetman (2002), Southern (1962), and 

Norman (2009), study theological effects and perceptions of the two religions to each 

other. The Crusades (1095-1395), which were a series of military campaigns between the 

religions, became part of the competition. “The religious and political competition 

between Christianity and Islam led to the Crusades, which influenced the self-
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consciousness of Western Christianity in the Middle Ages and later centuries.”
5
 In 

addition to literal war among the religions, intellectual war between the two religions 

existed in both the Muslim and Christian worlds as missionaries in both religions 

aggressively tried to convert the followers of the other religions. As an example, Ramon 

Lull who was a philosopher, logician and theologian in 13
th

 and 14
th

 century, learned 

Arabic in order to convert Muslims to Christianity. He met the Pope, kings, and priests in 

different parts of Europe in order to emphasize missionary work and educating future 

missionaries (Blum 2010).  

While it is missing from the economics of religion literature, it is only fair to 

assume that Islam was present in various parts of Europe in the Middle Ages. A further 

example of competition among the religions is highlighted in the work of Jean Bodin 

(1975), classic author on religious tolerance. In his book “Colloquium of the Seven 

About Secrets of the Sublime,” an original manuscript written in 1588, he offers a 

discussion among religious men from five religions, one of which is Muslim. It is 

interesting to note that the argument happens in Venice, not Spain where the competition 

among religions was more intense. He explains “we reached Venice, a port common 

Venetians delight in receiving stranger hospitality, but also because one can live there 

with the greatest freedom” (p. 3). Furthermore, the fact that the Quran and Islamic 

literature were printed in Europe in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries in France and Italy is more 

proof in the presence of Islamic ideas in all parts of Europe. Thus, it is important to note 

                                                 
5
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/115240/Christianity/67632/Christia

nity-and-world-religions 

 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/115240/Christianity/67632/Christianity-and-world-religions
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/115240/Christianity/67632/Christianity-and-world-religions
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that even though the Church seemed like a true world monopoly, it still faced some 

competition from the other religions. 

Ekelund et al. (2002, p. 653) ignores the possible influence of the two religions on 

each other  and argue that “The ferment of the “thirteenth-century renaissance” that was 

stirred by economic changes and by the encounter with Greek philosophy through the 

mediation of Islam led to a much more complex religious society than that characterized 

here. Hence, the assumption of a vertically integrated, dominant firm is an analytical 

device that is not intended to capture the full texture of European history.” Contrary to 

this argument, it is not correct to consider the Catholic Church, even before the Protestant 

Reformation, a monopoly firm. The Church still had to compete with other religions 

including Islam, which was present and influential in Europe.  

The mere existence of a belief in purgatory didn’t lead to rent-seeker in Islam 

which connects salvation to a person’s deeds and God’s forgiveness. Although praying 

for the dead is a common tradition among Muslims, there was no market for the sale of 

salvation. The tradition of praying for the dead became more common in the 8
th

 century 

with the development of formal funeral prayer. Muslims ask God to relieve the deceased 

from the punishment in the grave and to forgive his sins (Halevi 2007, p. 229). Therefore, 

the Church abused the doctrine of purgatory for its own profit-making later as it 

developed the theological basis for the sale of indulgences; the inspiration for the 

establishment of purgatory in Christianity may have come from parallel ideas in Islam. 

The story of the birth of purgatory is more complex than Ekelund et al. (1992) argue. 

Lack of rent-seeking behavior in Islam casts more doubt on Ekelund et al. (1992)’s 
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claims, as a relatively similar religion with similar afterlife beliefs can’t be used to 

explain it. 

Furthermore, Ekelund et al. (1992)’s perfect price discriminating explanation of 

the Catholic Church implies that the abolishment of purgatory was a gain to the believers 

since the Church extracted all customer’s surplus. On the other hand, the demand side 

explanation of the birth of purgatory means that customers enjoy the “comfort of 

purgatory” and their customer’s surplus is not zero. Believers like to think that the 

possibility of being forgiven exists even after death. As long as the Church doesn’t 

charge them for salvation, the hope of forgiveness through prayer after death itself is 

comforting. In this case, abolishment of it isn’t pleasant for customers and it is a loss of 

the customer’s surplus.  

The historical records show resistance to the death of purgatory which makes 

Ekelund et al. (1992)’s theory less probable.  Against the Reformation’s rejection of the 

sale of indulgences, the doctrine of purgatory persisted strongly until the 19
th

 century (Le 

Goff 1984, p. 356). There was emotional and popular demand for the notion of purgatory 

even with all of the Church’s abuse of this doctrine. The persistence of the doctrine of 

purgatory contracts with no consumer’s surplus of price discrimination. Kreider (1979) 

argues that while some Christians were happy about the abolishment of the doctrine of 

purgatory, others had a negative reaction to it. He explains that this resistance was not 

logical and scriptural but emotional. Conservatives believed that reformers “were 

wantonly tempering with the welfare of precious souls” (p. 94). Resistance to the “death 

of purgatory” documents the “comfort” of belief in purgatory since it provides the soul 
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with a chance for salvation. Dickens (1989, p. 287) also mentions that on the eve of the 

Reformation, the public was still committed to the doctrine of purgatory and 

denouncement of purgatory led to an emotional response at least by some Englishmen.  

  

1.7. Conclusion 

 

This paper rejects the assumption of the Church as a monopolistic firm and the 

general theory that the birth of purgatory was motivated by the Church’s rent-seeking 

behavior (Ekelund et al. 1992) and studies the market for sale of salvation and belief in 

purgatory in a neighbor religion: Islam. It is important to extend economics of religion 

analysis beyond just an explanation within Christianity. Contrary to Christianity, 

purgatory or Barzakh existed in Islam from the beginning but the market for the sale of 

indulgence and afterlife salvation didn’t exist. Looking at the history of purgatory in 

Islam and the competition between the two religions, this chapter offers religious 

syncretism as an alternative explanation for the birth of purgatory in Christianity. As a 

result of emotional dependence to the deceased love ones and enjoying the hope of 

afterlife salvation, there is a comfort of belief in purgatory. Competing religions may 

offer parallel ideas that are pleasant to their customers in order to attract customers. 

Therefore, it is possible that there was a syncretism between Islam and Christianity on 

this topic. Whether the two religions really affected each other is a subject of further 

study, possibly for historians.  

Later, the Church developed its doctrine in order to create a market for the sale of 

afterlife salvation through indulgences. The mere belief in purgatory did not establish a 
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market for the sale of salvation in both Islam and Christianity. It is one thing to believe in 

an intermediary state after death and it is another to believe you can directly or indirectly 

pay to improve your rank in purgatory. The methods of obtaining forgiveness opened the 

door for rent-seeking as the Catholic Church started selling indulgences. In the case of 

Islam, purgatory wasn’t a source of income for religious authorities. It is interesting to 

explore the reason that one religion exploited the market for afterlife salvation and the 

other one didn’t. The institutional differences between the two religions that led to a 

different approach and use of doctrine of purgatory is a subject of further study. 

The next chapter studies the evolution of the doctrine of purgatory at the time of 

the Protestant Reformation. Denouncement of purgatory and the sale of indulgences, such 

as with their birth, happened at different times (Figure 1). I explore the reasons that the 

doctrine of purgatory remained a part of Christianity for a longer period of time 

compared to indulgence, and why its abolition attracted a more emotional response.   
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Figure 1: Timing of Establishment and Abolishment of Purgatory  
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CHAPTER 2: An Economic Explanation of the Abolishment of Purgatory 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter studies the underlying reason for the “birth of purgatory” in 

the Roman Catholic Church and it offers a demand side explanation for the establishment 

of purgatory, given that belief in purgatory is comforting. Furthermore, it shows the 

existence of purgatory in neighboring religions, such as Islam, and argues that 

competitive religions had an incentive to introduce a comforting doctrine such as 

purgatory in order to make their religion attractive to customers. 

This chapter continues to study the evolution of purgatory at the time of 

abolishment of purgatory. Ekelund et al. (2006) argue that the rent-seeking behavior of 

the monopolistic Church and the extraction of high taxes from wealthy sinners through 

the invention of purgatory made it easy for the Protestant Reformation to enter the 

market. While it is a known fact that the Church’s abuse of power led to the Reformation 

movement, this paper studies the reasoning and motivation behind the abolishment of 

purgatory. The abolition process was lengthy, since the popular and comforting doctrine 

of purgatory persisted strongly until the 19
th

 century.   

This chapter explores the main steps of the abolishment of doctrine of purgatory. I 

separate the German and English Reformation and show that while Martin Luther’s 
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movement started with criticizing indulgences, it didn’t originally reject purgatory. 

Historical studies show that it wasn’t until the English Reformation that the abolishment 

of purgatory started. Luther in his Ninety-Five Theses targeted only the sale of 

indulgences. While he mentioned purgatory many times, he didn’t reject it. However, he 

changed his opinion about purgatory later around the time of his Bible translation, as he 

questioned the credibility of the second book of Maccabees as a result of exogenous 

technological shock of the Biblical translation revolution. 

Martin Luther did not tried to abolish the doctrine of purgatory early in the 

Reformation movement because of the comforting nature of the doctrine. Furthermore, he 

did not found the doctrine as a basis of the Church’s rent seeking, and a part of the 

Church’s theology that they need to criticize in order to stop the Church’s abusive 

behavior. The earlier literature failed to notice these points. Even when Luther finally 

rejected the doctrine of purgatory, not all the Reformers agreed on its abolishment and 

the process of abolishment was slow and emotional for believers (Dickens 1989, Kreider 

1979). The Reformation era was an interesting and complex time in Europe and many 

forces played a role in changing the face of Europe. It is not correct to only look at the 

Church as a monopolistic firm and Reformers as an entry firm, and ignore many 

theological scholars, emotional believers in the religion, and political agents. 

The second important step in the abolishment of purgatory happened as a result of 

the English Reformation and can be explained through public choice reasoning. King 
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Henry VIII, trying to exploit his new found power after separation from the Church, 

noticed the value of the monasteries’ land and tried to take control of these properties. 

The only way that the king’s confiscation of monasteries was emotionally possible for 

believers was if there was no purgatory and thus no need for praying for the dead in the 

first place. Therefore, the Church of England officially denounced the existence of 

purgatory. 

The second section of this chapter studies the related work in the economics 

literature on the topic of purgatory and the Reformation. The third section looks at the 

history of the Reformation movement starting with the German Reformation and explores 

Martin Luther’s opinion on indulgences and purgatory. Section four studies the English 

Reformation and the reasons that finally caused the abolishment of the doctrine of 

purgatory. 

 

2.2 Related Work 

There is much economics of religion literature studying the cultural, economic 

and social changes in Europe at the time of the Protestant Reformation. Some of this 

literature tries to explain the reasons for the Protestant Reformation. Iannaccone (1991) 

explains that the inefficiencies of religious monopolies make them vulnerable to 

competitors.  Ekelund et al. (2002, 2006) add that the price discrimination practices of the 

Catholic Church, such as sale of indulgences, led to Protestant entry into the religious 

market. The Protestants offered a modified product at a lower price. Iyigun (2008) 
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explains that there were other unsuccessful cases of religious entry attempts into the 

religious market before the Protestant movement. The influence of the Ottoman Empire 

in Europe reduced the number of conflicts among European states and ultimately led to 

success of the Protestant Reformation. Rubin (Forthcoming) shows that the printing press 

helped the Protestant Reformation as it made it possible and easy to spread the ideas of 

the Reformers. 

Another group of papers studies the aftermath of the Protestant Reformation. 

Becker and Woessmann (2008, 2009, 2010) show the effects of the Protestant 

Reformation on economic prosperity and education. Cantoni (2012 and Forthcoming) 

explains the socioeconomic consequences of the adaptation of Protestantism as the state 

religion. Finally Johnson and Koyama (2013) examine the institutional consequences of 

the Reformation on religious tolerance.  

This paper explains the underlying reasons for theological changes during the 

Reformation that made the religious good offered by the Reformation different from what 

had been offered by the Catholic Church, specifically in the case of afterlife salvation and 

purgatory. There are a few papers in the economics of religion literature that focus on 

purgatory and the sale of indulgences by the Catholic Church. Ekelund et al. (1992) argue 

the Catholic Church used its monopoly power to innovate theological sources that 

allowed it to price discriminate through the sale of salvation. Such innovations included 

purgatory, private confession and indulgences. The rent-seeking behavior of the Church 

gave the Protestant Reformation incentives to enter the religious market and to offer a 
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lower price for eternal salvation. Davidson (1995) and Schmidtchen and Mayer (1997) 

explain the vertical integration between the Church and the monasteries and bishops 

acting as franchisees of the Church. 

The economics of religion literature, especially Ekelund et al. (1992, 2002), 

doesn’t separately examine the German and English Reformations and doesn’t notice that 

the “death of purgatory” was mainly the result of the English Reformation. Therefore, the 

underlying reason for the later abolishment of purgatory was not completely explored. 

This chapter shows the underlying theological changes and political changes that 

ultimately led to the death of purgatory. The first chapter mentions the time gap between 

the birth of purgatory and the sale of indulgences; this chapter shows that there was also a 

time gap between the death of indulgences and purgatory as the Reformation movement 

was not initially concerned with the rejection of the purgatorial doctrine and only targeted 

the sale of indulgences. The next section of the chapter starts with studying the German 

Reformation. 

 

2.3 The German Reformation 

By the beginning of the eleventh century, most Europeans had become Christians and 

the Church’s power was increasing. In the next few centuries, the Church became a 

monarch (Morris 1989, Renouard [1954] 1970) with a tremendous amount of wealth 

(Tierney 1964). However, the Church’s rent-seeking behavior and its conflicts with 

various European states led to instability and finally the “decline of the Church” 
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beginning in the 13
th

 century (Leff 1961).  The political instability and the Church’s 

abusive power caused multiple Reformation movements. None of these movements were 

successful in attracting popular support until the Protestant Reformation started in 

Germany after the publication of Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses.   

As discussed in the first chapter, the purgatorial doctrine entered Christianity during 

the 12
th

 century (Le Goff 1984). Later developments over the next few centuries, such as 

the treasury of merit and private confession, led the Church to accept a fixed amount of 

money through the sale of indulgences for the forgiveness of sins. At the time of the 

Protestant Reformation, everyone was aware of the Catholic Church’s rent-seeking 

behavior (Dickens 1989) and this was the main reason behind the reformation 

movements.  The Lollardy movement, founded by John Wycliffe and started during the 

14
th

 century, was the most prominent reformation movement before the German 

Reformation, although its popularity never came close to the Protestant Reformation. 

Lollards were also outraged by the Church’s rent-seeking behavior and preached against 

the sale of indulgences. Although some of these movements by the 15
th

 century 

denounced purgatory, Kreider (1979, p. 94-96) argues that the rejection of purgatory by 

Lollards was “infrequent” and “insignificant.” The “death of purgatory” occurred later as 

a result of the English Reformation (Marshall 2004). The question is why the abolishment 

of purgatory became an important part of English Reformation, while previous 

reformation movements didn’t spend much energy on rejecting it.  
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Luther in 1517 wrote a letter to his bishop, Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz, addressing 

the issue of indulgences. This letter, which is known as Ninety-Five Theses, was a 

revolutionary writing that started the Protestant Reformation, targeting the sale of 

salvation. Bainton (1995, p. 80) points out that the Theses had three main points: “an 

objection to the avowed object of the expenditure, a denial of the power of the pope over 

purgatory, and a consideration of the welfare of the sinner.” The Ninety-Five Theses 

didn’t reject purgatory; it mentions purgatory as it exists and is real, and only focuses on 

the denial of the power of the Pope to affect the faith of souls in purgatory. Luther argued 

that “Papal indulgences do not remove guilt. Beware of those who say that indulgences 

effect reconciliation with God. The power of the keys cannot make attrition into 

contrition. He who is contrite has plenary remission of guilt and penalty without 

indulgences. The pope can remove only those penalties which he himself has imposed on 

earth” (Luther’s Ninety-five Theses, quoted in Bainton 1995, p. 81). 

Luther also criticized the treasury of merit and the saints’ power of intercession, 

which were the theological foundation of intercessory prayers and sale of indulgences: 

“The Saints have no extra credits. Every saint is bound to love God to the utmost. There 

is no such thing as supererogation. If there were any superfluous credits, they could not 

be stored up for subsequent use. The Holy Spirit should have used them fully long ago. 

Christ indeed had merits, but until I am better instructed I deny that there are indulgences. 

His merits are freely available without the keys of the pope” (Luther’s Ninety-five 

Theses, quoted in Bainton 1995, p. 81). 
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Therefore, Luther denied the sale of indulgences and the Church’s abuse of power 

through the sale of afterlife salvation. Luther did not need to deny purgatory in order to 

attack the Catholic Church’s abuse of its power. The rejection of the sale of indulgences 

was a powerful tool in competing with the Church, and eventually forcing it to cease 

price discrimination and rent extraction. However, Luther did not object to the 

comforting aspect of purgatory and the possibility of forgiveness in it. There was still 

possibility for the remission of sins. “Lutherian theology gives penitence just two parts: 

contrition and faith. A person who is sincerely contrite can by faith claim absolution and 

know that his sins are forgiven and that he is accepted by God” (Walls 2012, p. 39). 

While Luther originally wrote the theses for scholarly reasons and discussion, and 

didn’t expect it to get huge support and reaction, at the end of 1517 and beginning of 

1518 his friends translated the theses into German and printed it in large quantities. The 

Ninety-five Theses spread rapidly in Germany within two weeks, and in the whole of 

Europe in a few months (Brecht 1985, pp. 204-5) and ultimately led to popular 

Reformation. 

As it is clear from the Theses, Martin Luther personally (at least initially, in the 

1520s) believed in purgatory. He mentions: “The existence of a purgatory I have never 

denied. I still hold that it exists, as I have written and admitted many times (Unterricht 

anf etich Artikel, WA 2, 70), though I have no way of proving it incontrovertibly from 

Scripture or reason … I myself have come to the conclusion that there is a purgatory, but 

I cannot force anybody else to come to the same result” (Luther’s Works, Vol. 32:95-96). 
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Luther’s opinion about purgatory did not persist, however, and later he became 

more resistance to the doctrine.  Kreider (1979, p. 93): “Throughout the 1520s, in 

interviews, letters, and sermons, he gave vent to his mounting impatience with the 

traditional belief. Finally, in 1530, armed with his most vitriolic pen, he declared war on 

it in Ein Widderruff vom Fegefeur [A Recantation of Purgatory]. Examining the most 

commonly cited scriptural texts supporting the existence of purgatory, Luther concluded 

that they prove purgatory only if twisted and interpreted beyond all semblance of their 

original meaning. In fact, “there was no purgatory in the old Testament, nor 

new Testament... It was a later invention... for the profit of covetous churchmen... No 

bigger lie on the earth.”” Even after that, there was no clear fight on purgatory in German 

Reformation, Luther’s focus remained on the Church’s abuse of power through praying 

for the dead and the sale of indulgences (Hillerbrand 2007). The question is what led 

Luther to change his mind on the doctrine of purgatory and reject it? My answer is that 

the theological abolishment of purgatory resulted from the exogenous technological 

shock of the Biblical translation revolution. As Luther tried his own hand in translating 

the Bible, he discovered a lack of validity of sources on purgatory. 

 

2.3.1 Martin Luther and the Translation Revolution 

The Vulgate Latin translation of the Bible, mostly the work of St. Jerome in 400 

AD, was in use prior to the Reformation in the Middle Ages due to the inability of most 

Bible scholars to read Hebrew and Greek. The Catholic Church had control over the 
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translation and interpretation of the Bible and any changes in the text would require 

approval by the Church, which was highly reluctant to accept any amendment or changes 

(Schwartz 1955, p. 45). Before the Reformation, the Bible was mostly printed for 

churches, monasteries and universities and not for the public. Furthermore, the price was 

high and most people were not able to read Latin, therefore the Latin Bible had limited 

customers. It was the Church’s idea that “the mysteries of the Bible should be kept from 

the ordinary people” (Margolis 1917, p. 65). Therefore, almost all the Reformation 

movements attempted to break the Church’s power over the scripture by offering a 

vernacular edition of the Bible to the public. 

Although there was some edition of the vernacular Bible before this time, the 16
th

 

century was the era of the biblical translation revolution.  The Bible was translated into 

almost all European languages for the public to read and was made available at a cheaper 

price using the printing press technology. Consequently, as Reformers marketed the Bible 

for the first time among public, the Church authority over the Bible decreased. John 

Wycliffe, an Oxford theologian and founder of the Lollards, was the first person who 

translated the complete Bible into English (1380-1384). Wycliffe argued that the public 

should have access to the Bible in a language that they understand. His biblical 

translation from the Latin Bible, although popular, didn’t spread as widely as a result of 

the lack of printing press and its prohibition by the Church. A total of 150 copies were 

produced (Bassnett 1980, pp. 46-50). The next step that advanced the revolution of the 

Bible translation was Luther’s translation. 
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The significance of Luther’s German Bible was the fact that it was based on the 

original version of Hebrew and Greek rather than Latin. He used Erasmus’s Greek text 

for his New Testament and the Soncino edition for his Old Testament. He also used 

Forben’s 1516 Hebrew edition (Greenslade 1963, p. 99). Luther used the help of other 

scholars especially Nicholas Lyranus since his Hebrew wasn’t very strong (Margolis 

1917, p. 89). He worked carefully on every passage and revised and corrected his 

translation many times until his work was complete in 1530, and his first complete 

edition was published in 1534. Luther’s Bible sold well and it was published multiple 

times, as well as translated into other European languages (Greenslade 1963). Reformers 

also emphasized the importance of literacy and reading of the Bible by everyone. The 

printing of the Bible at a lower price and of higher quantity helped reinforce this.  

Realization of the importance of going back to original sources and the necessity 

for biblical scholars to master Hebrew and Greek was an exogenous technology shock 

that affected Luther’s view toward purgatory. As Luther emphasized regarding the 

importance and authority of the Scripture, it was critical to define the Scripture.  He 

excluded the books and passages that were absent from the original Hebrew from biblical 

canon (Sheehan 2005, p. 18) and put those passages in the Latin Bible and not in original 

Hebrew in the Apocryphal category at the end of the Old Testament. He pointed out that 

the Apocryphal categories are “books not to be esteemed as part of Holy Scripture, but 

nonetheless profitable and good to read” (Greenslade 1963, p. 100). This is important to 

my argument as the Second book of Maccabees ended up in the Apocryphal section of 
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Luther’s Bible rather than in the Old Testament, where the Church originally claimed it 

should be. This means that the main scriptural source of purgatory lost its authority in the 

opinion of Luther and many other Reformers. 

As he translated the Bible, part of Luther’s newly found rejection of purgatory 

was because of his view on the second book of Maccabees, which is the main source of 

believe in purgatory.  He mentions that: “I am so great an enemy of the second book of 

Maccabees, and to Esther, that I wish they had not come to us at all, for they have too 

many heathen unnaturalities” (Luther [1566] 1893 Of God’s word).  

The literature on the Protestant Reformation studies the importance of the printing 

press on the spread of the Reformation; it fails to notice the importance of the biblical 

translation revolution. The translation revolution aided the Reformation and also the 

printing industry, as I discuss in the third chapter. Printing of the vernacular Bible had 

many cultural and economic effects. The Bible changed from a luxury good to something 

ordinary people could buy and read. Furthermore, the Bible translation and going to the 

original Hebrew and Greek sources of the Bible changed Luther’s and many Reformer’s 

opinion on purgatory. The notion of purgatory still persisted for a while and had its 

supporters even among the Reformers because of the complicated nature of the doctrine 

(Walls 2012) but this was the start of the theological abolishment of purgatory. At this 

point in the history of the Reformation, there was no real public choice and political 

reason for the abolishment of purgatory. The public choice reasoning appeared at the time 

of English Reformation. 
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2.4 The English Reformation 

 

In order to understand the underlying reasons for the abolishment of the purgatory, it 

is important to take a closer look at the English Reformation and the leading causes of it. 

It is commonly known that King Henry VIII’s divorce caused his objection to the 

Church’s power that ultimately caused separation of Church of England from the Roman 

Catholic Church. However, institutional structures before the Reformation (discussed in 

section 4.1) were very influential in this separation. Section 4.2 offers a timeline for the 

separation of the Church of England from the Church of Rome. Section 4.3 explains the 

abolishment of purgatory as a consequence of the English Reformation and King Henry 

VIII’s newly found power. 

 

2.4.1 Religious Institutions prior to the English Reformation 

According to Kreider (1979, p. 91), at the time of the English Reformation, a 

majority of people still believed in purgatory and those who has the economic resources 

would pay for intercessionary prayers for themselves and family members after death. 

The purgatorial institutions such as monasteries were also in place to offer prayers to the 

believers and extract rent for the Church. The Catholic Church included many 

monasteries and chantries in which believers would give money for one or more priests to 

perform prayer masses for the benefit of souls in purgatory. Davidson (1995) explains 

that monasteries were autonomous and enjoyed private property rights. In order to verify 

their sale of salvation and the quality of their product, they were vertically integrated 
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within the Catholic Church.  The same was true for chantries. A chantry was a property 

or land which was either in a separate place or part of an existing church dedicated to 

performing prayer for the souls of the deceased (Dickens 1989, p. 76). Although initially 

established for praying for the souls, chantries priests offered other religious practices 

and public services. For example, in many cases they included schools and hospitals. 

Still, the main purpose of chantries was to give intercessory prayer for the souls of the 

deceased, and other services came second (Dickens 1989 and Kreider 1979). 

The king of England was considered to be the lord of the land, but with regard to 

chantries and monasteries, it is interesting to note that he didn’t have any power over 

them, since they were controlled by the Church. Needless to say, this arrangement was 

not agreeable to the king. The history of resistance of the king of England to the 

establishment of chantries goes back to the 1279 Statute of Mortmain. “Mortmain” in 

medieval Latin literally means “dead hand.” This statute was designed to ban giving 

lands to the Church and removing the Church’s hands from grabbing power and revenue. 

This act was never really enforced since King Edward I started issuing the “mortmain 

license” for establishing new chantries. At first, a limited number of licenses were issued 

after a land survey and estimate of decrease in the King’s revenue. However, hundreds of 

licenses were issued afterwards (Kreider 1979 pp. 71-2). There are records of licenses 

issued by the state but Kreider (1979, pp. 73-92) argues that these records are not a valid 

indicator of the real number of chantries because a number of licensed chantries were 

never actually built. Also, some of the chantries never obtained the required licenses or 
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used different legal mechanisms to avoid the need for a license. The policies and strict 

enforcement of the license laws changed over the years until the time of the English 

Reformation and subsequent abolishment of chantries. On one hand, there is no doubt 

that the state was unwilling to give the chantries autonomy over their lands; on the other 

hand, the state didn’t want to disobey the Church, which was popularly supported by the 

public. 

The conflict between European states and the Church was not limited to chantries 

or monasteries and England. There was a constant struggle between the kings in 

European countries and the Church to obtain more power than the other. Tierney (1964) 

explains that pre-Reformation the Church and State were two parallel powers and neither 

could dominate the other and Leff (1961) points out the growing differences between 

these two powers. King Henry VIII was no exception. He didn’t have a positive view of 

high level of authority of Rome, even before his controversial divorce (Bernard 2005, 

p26 and Scarisbrick 1997).  

The Church and State conflict was major contributing factor to the separation of 

England from the Church, as the State balances between tax extraction and religious 

legitimacy. Many economics of religion literature studies the Church and State 

relationship (Cosgel and Miceli 2009, Barro and McCleary 2005, Johnson and Koyama 

2013). However, this research is concerned with the consequences of the separation. In 

order to expropriate the chantries and their lands, the English state denounced purgatory. 

Strong belief in purgatory and concern about eternal salvation was the main reason of 



43 

 

existence of chantries even at the time of the Reformation (Kreider 1979, p. 71 and 91). 

Without purgatory, there was no point in praying for the souls of the deceased and 

therefore, no need for chantries.  

 

2.4.2 The Time Line of the English Reformation 

The long history of conflict between the Church and the king was definitely an 

important contributing factor in the English Reformation (Dickens 1989, p. 122). 

However, the English Reformation chiefly came about as a result of King Henry VIII’s 

disagreement with the Catholic Church following his divorce from Catherine of Aragon 

and his subsequent marriage to Anne Boleyn. The King’s personal incentive for divorce 

ultimately triggered the English Reformation and separation from the Church. 

Since Catherine wasn’t able to give Henry a living son as an heir Henry VIII lost 

interest in her and later when he met Anne Boleyn, he decided to get a divorce. Catherine 

refused to agree to a divorce and Anne Boleyn refused to become the King’s mistress. 

Therefore, the King asked the Church for the divorce. While divorce was not acceptable 

to the Church, in some cases the Church considered exceptions. The connection of 

Catherine to the Church made decision making for the Church difficult. As the king 

become desperate, he became creative in finding a way for both getting a divorce and 

getting separated from the Church’s power. This started a period of conflict between the 

King and the Church over the topic of divorce as it is shown in table 2. 
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King Henry VIII searched for an alternative religious excuse to annul his marriage 

and in the process became an independent power from the Church. The Act of 

Supremacy of 1531 was the main first step in separation of the English state from the 

Church. This act made Henry VIII the head of the Church of England and gave him the 

power to appoint religious posts and to reform, supervise and correct all the spiritual 

practices and activities. Furthermore, all the taxes formerly paid to the Church would 

now be paid to the king. The second important step was the 1533 Act of Restraint of 

Appeals, which denied the Catholic Church the right to appeal decisions made by English 

courts. In the process of separation from the Church, King Henry VIII finally got his 

divorce as well. 

It is important to note that despite all these conflicts, the king at heart wasn’t a 

supporter of the Reformation. His order to burn Luther’s works and his writings against 

the Reformation, and banning Luther’s written material, is proof on the topic. Despite the 

fact that many Reformers around him tried to convince the king to adopt Reformation, 

the main change in the king’s opinion happened as he separated from the Church and 

used the theological changes in the Reformation as a way to get the financial benefit from 

this separation. 

 

 

Table 2: Timing of English Reformation and the Abolishment of Purgatory
6
 

                                                 
6
 Source: Bernard 2005, Dickens 1989 and 1966, Kreider 1979, Smith 1962. 
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1509 King Henry VIII became the king and married Catherine of Aragon, widow of his 

deceased brother. 

1516 Mary, daughter of Henry and Catherine was born. She is their only child to 

survive. Henry is unwilling to make Mary his heir and around this time he started 

to lose interest in Catherine. 

1517 Luther rejected the sale of indulgences. 

1521 Henry VIII published his book against Luther 

titled Assertio Septem Sacramentorum (“Assertion of the Seven Sacraments”) for 

which he received the title “Defender of the Faith” from the Pope 

Wolsey, the King’s minister, pronounced Luther’s excommunication; Luther’s 

books were burned and an order for confiscation of all his writings was issued. 

 

1525 William Tyndale’s first attempt to print the Bible (New Testament) 

 

1526 Henry fell in love with Anne Boleyn, who refused to be his mistress. He was 

convinced that his marriage to Catherine was cursed because he married his 

brother’s wife. 

 Public burning of Tyndales’s New Testament. 

 

1527 Henry asked his wife for a divorce and she refused. He asked the Church for an 

annulment arguing that his marriage should not have been legal in the first place. 

The Pope postponed decision making on the topic.  

 

1529 A court including the Pope’s ambassador didn’t reach a decision on the matter of 

royal divorce. Henry, who was becoming desperate, sent agents to different 

universities and scholars in Europe searching for a solution. Fall of Wolsey as 

Henry’s minister as a result of his failure to assist the king with his divorce. King 

Henry VIII called for a “reformation parliament” meeting. (The parliament would 

work for 7 years).  

Statute against Pluralism was passed, which forbade the giving of stipends in 

order for praying for the dead. (Official rejection of sale of indulgences) 

 

1530 Henry asked the Parliament for power to become the supreme head of church 

(separation of power from the church). He appointed Thomas Cromwell as a 

counselor who pushed for a series of reforms. 

Tyndale published his translation of the New Testament, the first English Bible 

from the original Hebrew and inspired by and using Luther’s German translation 

of the New Testament.  
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1531 Act of Supremacy was passed making Henry became head of the Church of 

England and all the taxes formerly paid to the Catholic Church would now be paid 

to the king of England.  

 

1532 As Anne Boleyn became pregnant, Henry secretly married her.  

Parliament passed Act of Annates, cutting off annates fee (paid by newly 

appointed bishops to the Church) 

 

1533 The Church of England announced that Henry’s marriage to Catherine never 

existed, while the Catholic Church announced that his marriage was valid.  

Parliament passes the Act of Restraint of appeals, denying the Catholic Church 

the right to appeal decisions made by English courts. 

 

1534 Publication of Luther’s Bible. 

 

1536 Dissolution of smaller monasteries, with an excuse of war finance needs.  

Tenth Article was established, which was a series of injunctions addressing the 

religious practices and clergies’ conduct (put together with efforts of Cromwell). 

The 10
th

 article, named “of purgatory,” although a little vague was the first 

important step in the abolishment of purgatory. It referred to abuse of power of 

purgatory by the Catholic Church and asked people to pray to God for forgiveness 

of souls (Kreider 1979, p 122). 

Execution of William Tyndale in Belgium before he finished his translation of the 

Old Testament. 

The first complete English Bible done by Miles Coverdale, and dedicated to the 

King Henry VIII.  

 

1539 The Act of Six Articles, which explain the king’s approved doctrines and 

practices in six articles. It remains vague in its explanation of purgatory. 

 

1543  Publication of the “King’s book” which was titled “The Necessary Doctrine and 

Erudition for any Christian Man.”  It was a revision of the King’s approved 

practices and doctrine. The book was more in line with the Reformation’s views 

and one of the most important steps in abolishment of purgatory since it officially 

restrained the Church of England from teaching about purgatory. 

 

1545 First Chantries Act gave Henry VIII power over chantries. 

 

1547  Henry VIII died and the second Chantries Act was passed, which targeted the 

immediate and complete abolishment of chantries. 
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The next section explains the gradual abolishment of purgatory portrayed in table 2 and 

the political incentive behind it. 

 

2.4.3 Abolishment of purgatory 

The English Reformation may have been started with Henry VIII’s attempt to get 

a divorce against the Catholic Church’s wish. The process was very complex and 

depended on many factors including financial needs of the state, other conflicts between 

the king of England and Rome, theological ideas of influential advisors such as Cromwell 

and Wolsey, and even the Reformation Parliament. Here we focus on the contributing 

factors to reform in the doctrine of purgatory. 

As table 2 illustrates, the abolishment of purgatory didn’t happen abruptly since 

believers didn’t like losing the “comfort of purgatory” and were concerned about the 

forgiveness of souls of deceased. The process started with the preaching by some 

Reformists about the validity of the doctrine emphasizing that if Pope has the power to 

forgive people and intercede, why does he keep people in purgatory and not send 

everyone to heaven. As the uncertainty about the doctrine increased, the preachers were 

advised not to talk about such controversial topics. This led to a period of uncertainty 

about the topic between 1528-1543. The king was not sure about the doctrine himself, but 

at that point, he was not really concerned with it. Some Reformists such as Latimer tried 

to convince the King to reject the doctrine of purgatory, but didn’t succeed, at least not 

initially (Kreider 1979, p. 120). 
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Henry managed to gain the ultimate power he sought so desperately mostly in 

order to divorce Catherine. He became an independent power from Rome after the 1531 

Act of Supremacy and 1533 Act of Restraint of Appeals. He cut the Church’s hand from 

decision making regarding him and England through the 1531 Act and through 1533 

restrained the Church’s power to appeal and overrule his commands. After grabbing 

ultimate power, his focus changed to financial gains coming from this new gained power. 

Henry did so though a series of acts which allowed him to collect taxes formerly paid to 

the Church. With this target in mind, he also decided to end the uncertainty on the 

doctrine of purgatory.  

Even then, the abolishment of purgatory happened in several steps. The first 

opposition to purgatory was the rejection of the sale of indulgences by passing the Statute 

against Pluralism in 1529, which banned paying money in exchange for praying for the 

dead. This was the first step that happened before the separation of the English state from 

the Church. The 10
th

 Article, 1536, didn’t directly reject purgatory either. Rather, it asked 

people to pray to God for forgiveness but at the same time mentions that the scripture 

does not provide a location for souls after death and any suffering in that place for that 

matter. It rejected the belief “that through the Bishop of Rome’s pardon, souls might 

clearly be delivered out of purgatory and all the pains of it; or the masses said at Scala 

Coeli or other where, in any place or before any image, might likewise deliver them from 

all this pain and send them straight to heaven” (Smith 1962, p. 370). The Article was still 

vague and unclear about denouncement of purgatory but still it was significantly different 
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from the Catholic view of purgatory. At the same time, the state tried to dissolve smaller 

monasteries but explained the dissolution with financial incentives of war expenditure. 

After the 10
th

 article, the king, facing various theological options and advice from 

Reformists, chose a more conservative route but Kreider (1979 , p. 120) states that “the 

teaching on purgatory and prayer for souls, however, was a notable exception to this 

trend … the teaching concerning the souls of the departed continued on its reformist 

course.” The Act of Six Articles, in 1539, was more conservative and believed to be 

closer to the views of Henry since he even personally attended the parliament to make 

sure that this act would pass. (Bernard 2005, pp. 497-499). At this point, the king also 

surrendered to his more conservative advisors, which ultimately caused the fall and 

execution of Cromwell. It is interesting to note that the Act of Six Articles goes back to 

more conservative views in all its aspects other than purgatory. This fact clarifies that the 

main reason for the government interest in the abolishment of doctrine of purgatory was 

the acquisition of the monasteries and chantries, which was not possible if people were 

fearful about the faith of their soul. Once the belief in purgatory subsided, acquiring the 

monasteries led to less emotional problem for believers. We mentioned before the 

English state’s interest in cutting the Church’s hands off chantries and monasteries’ land 

and this was the perfect opportunity to do that.  

Finally, in 1543, the king’s book on the Article of prayer for souls of departed  

officially restrained the Church of England from teaching about purgatory (Kreider 1979, 

p. 123, Smith 1962, p. 376). It states that the location and condition of souls of the 
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deceased are unknown. During this period the doctrine of purgatory and prayer for the 

dead gradually lost its influence but still for some people there was concern with the 

abolishment of chantries (Dickens 1989, p. 287). In order to avoid an emotional response 

of believers, even after rejection of purgatory, the initial Chantries Act doesn’t mention 

rejection of purgatory as an underlying reason for the dissolution of chantries but simply 

states that the dissolution will benefit the state in future wars against European countries. 

Later, the Chantries Act, after the death of Henry VIII, offered a more Reformist view 

and rejection of purgatory as the theological reason for the abolishment of chantries 

(Dickens 1989, p. 285). 

Ekelund et al. (2002), explaining the Protestant Reformation, refer to the case of 

England and mention that “By 1530, the Church of England was ripe for takeover, and in 

all likelihood, Henry VIII recognized this fact. Further, there is evidence that Henry’s 

confiscations of church property were made with relish. The Reformation came 

to England for the same basic reason that it came to other parts of Europe: the church’s 

ability to maintain its discriminatory pricing system was being steadily eroded by the 

dispersion of wealth.” This argument doesn’t explain the English Reformation 

completely. As mentioned earlier, despite the Catholic Church’s abuse of its monopoly 

power, people still believed in the Church’s teachings and it wasn’t until the king of 

England found a personal and public choice reason for reforms that the English 

Reformation started.  
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Reformist scholars existed in England before the English Reformation, but a 

limited number of people were aware of the works of Luther and others. Dickens (1989, 

p. 125) argues that the public in England at the time of Reformation were not aware of 

Reformist theories and ideas mainly because they were not allowed. “Such views arose in 

the main through practical abuses, quarrels, scandal and conflict of interests. Theory 

tended to remain in the storehouse until the political situation demanded its production 

and its use as propaganda.” The proof of this argument is that Henry banned Luther’s 

work in England in 1920 (Smith 1962) and they burned Luther’s work in England in 

1921 (Scarisbrick 1997, p. 111). After his conflict with the Church triggered the English 

Reformation, Henry finally not only permitted anti-purgatorial publications in 1535, but 

also allowed distribution of such Reformist books among members of Parliament right 

before their decision to abolish purgatory (Kreider 1979, p. 117). 

The story of the vernacular Bible in England is similar to other Reformer’s 

biblical translations. The first translation based on the original Hebrew and Greek and 

inspired by Luther was done by William Tyndale starting in 1525 when Luther’s New 

Testament was done. Tyndale didn’t get permission to print his Bible in England; 

subsequently, the published versions were burned in 1526. Therefore, Tyndale chose to 

go into exile in Germany where he could work on his translation close to Luther and 

other scholars working on the topic. He managed to print his translation of the Pentateuch 

in 1530 and the Book of Jonah a year later (Margolis 1917, p. 70). However, he wasn’t 

able to finish his translation before his imprisonment and execution. After the pivotal 
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time of separation of the English state from the Church, the king’s view on the English 

Bible evolved to become accepting of other Reformation movement material. It is 

interesting that Miles Coverdale’s English Bible in 1535-6 was based on Luther’s and 

Tyndale’s Bibles and was dedicated to Henry VIII. This was the first Reformation Bible 

that spread quickly among the English public (Margolis 1917, pp. 70-1). 

As mentioned previously, Henry personally didn’t necessarily embrace Reformist 

views and his ideas in many cases were similar to those of the Catholic Church (Kreider 

1979).  If it wasn’t for political and financial reasons he might not have opened the door 

for the English Reformation. Henry even tried to restore some Catholic views in the 

King’s book (1543). It was after Henry’s death that the Reformist’s ideas really found 

their ways into the Edwardian Reformation more than was possible during King Henry 

VIII’s lifetime (Dickens 1989, p. 287). 

While Ekelund et al. (2002)’s explanation for the Protestant Reformation is valid, 

it underestimates the public choice explanation. This argument becomes more clear and 

important in the case of England and the abolishment of purgatory. In conclusion, there 

were two main reasons for the Reformation; the first was to end the dependence of the 

king on the papacy that benefited directly through extracting taxes from the European 

states and also controlled and had veto power over them in many cases. Consequently, 

separation of power from the Church led to an increase in revenue for the king and 

allowed the state to take control of its faith and financial resources, and ensured the future 

stream of income. The second reason was for the “grabbing hands” of the state to get an 
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immediate gain from confiscating lands and properties of chantries. Smith (1962, p. 75) 

mentions that Cromwell’s reasoning for the dissolution of monasteries was not for the 

spreading of Reformation ideas; it was mainly because of his promise to make the king 

the richest man on the earth. 

Kreider (1979) explains 3 steps in the dissolution of chantries: the first step was 

anticipatory dissolution as a result of rumors of upcoming confiscation policies based on 

the past actions of the king. As a result of a fear of confiscation, some chantries relocated 

themselves to their neighboring churches and some ceased to exist. This led to failure of 

many financial arrangements in these monasteries and chantries as their priests lost or 

faced a substantial decline in their sources of income. Those priests who could afford 

legal fees petitioned the Court of Augmentations for their jobs and income. In other cases 

clergies in chantries and monasteries tried to extract the resources for themselves before 

the actual confiscation happened (Kreider 1979, p. 129). 

The second step of dissolution was the Henrian Chantries Act (1545) that targeted 

“for the dissolution of chantries, hospitals, and free chapels” but not intended for total 

dissolution of all chantries (Bernard 2005, p. 591; Kreider 1979, p. 13) since it placed 

them in the King’s disposal, but didn’t do so in practice. Henry was trying to take control 

over the chantries that faced private dissolution. Therefore, in the absence of restrictive 

policy to confiscate chantries, some of the chantries still managed to exist in the face of 

private and state dissolution. 
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The third and final step was the Edwardian dissolution (1547). Designed after the 

death of Henry VIII, this step confiscated all chantry properties, colleges, hospitals and 

chapels in the course of 3 months. The immediate dissolution, which was designed to 

wipe out the institutional grounds needed for belief in purgatory, was both motivated by 

financial gain and in line with Protestant theology. This time the dissolution was based on 

theological grounds of denouncement of purgatory. In order to avoid any negative 

emotional response from public, before the act was passed, the state published “Certayne 

Sermons or Homilies” explaining theologies it accepted. It officially denounced 

purgatory and banned prayer on behalf of the dead (Kreider 1979, p. 186). 

The point is that while Luther and other Reformers put the theological basis for 

abolishment of purgatory in place, it wasn’t until after the English Reformation that 

rejection of the doctrine of purgatory became a large part of Reformation movement. The 

political and financial incentives of the English state and King Henry VIII led to the 

ultimate abolishment of the doctrine and confiscation of the institutions based on 

purgatorial beliefs. 

2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter studies in detail the abolishment of the doctrine of purgatory and 

consequent confiscation of institutions of chantries and monasteries during the English 

Reformation. A major theological shift in a doctrine such as purgatory is rare and 

interesting to study because it was motivated by strong financial and public choice 

incentives and it altered the action of all the agents involved such as customers of the 
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religion and the religious authorities. The abolishment of purgatory, like its 

establishment, happened gradually and in different steps. Each step of this process was 

orchestrated with a different incentive, given that the time of Reformation movement was 

complex with many contributing factors and economics agents.  

While the German Reformation rejected the sale of indulgences, it was somehow 

indifferent regarding the doctrine of purgatory. The German Reformation leaders 

promised to limit their own ability to extract rent and price discriminate by rejection of 

sale of indulgences. This meant that the Protestant Reformation committed itself to not 

extract rent in the future. This commitment device helped the Protestants compete with 

the Catholic Church by charging a lower price for spiritual services. There was no need to 

reject purgatory as long as the Pope and the Church didn’t have any authority over it. The 

purgatorial absolution was still a comforting belief and people had emotional dependency 

on that doctrine. Eventually, an exogenous technological shock resulted from the biblical 

translation revolution made the first step in theological abolishment of purgatory, as it 

changed Luther’s view on the topic. Even after that, the Reformer’s belief in purgatory 

still remained mixed and it was finally the English Reformation in the 16
th

 century that 

officially rejected the belief in purgatory.  

Although the rent-seeking behavior of the Catholic Church led to the rise of the 

Protestant Reformation, without the public choice and financial justification, the English 

state would not necessarily accept these reforms. The public choice reasons for 

adaptation of the Reformation included the king’s separation of power from Rome and 
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also immediate financial gain from “grabbing” the properties of religious institutions 

such as chantries and cutting the Church’s future source of income. The abolishment of 

chantries when people still believed in purgatory and were concerned about their faith 

after death was not possible. Rejection of the purgatorial doctrine allowed the state to 

confiscate all the properties used for chantries and claimed that these were the properties 

of the king. 

I expand the argument on purgatory and indulgences in the next chapter by exploring 

the effects of rejection of indulgences and the Reformation on the printing press industry.  
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CHAPTER 3: Purgatory, Religious Controversy, and the Printing Press 

 

 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

The invention and spread of the printing press most certainly was an eminent 

factor in changing the face of Europe. There is extensive literature on the economic and 

social consequences of the spread of the printing press in Europe. While the literature 

shows an important role of the printing press on the Protestant Reformation movement 

and economic growth in Europe, my research takes a closer look at the demand for the 

printing press by focusing on the role of religious controversy in the Protestant 

Reformation. I argue that religious controversies in Christianity, including the existence 

of purgatory and the sale of salvation, caused a high demand for the printing press in 

Europe and ultimately made printing a thriving industry. As the production and number 

of printed books increased, the cost of book production decreased. Lower costs led to a 

growth of publications in areas other than religious books, such as academic and other 

books, as well.  

As discussed in the first chapter, purgatory and the sale of indulgences was one of 

the most controversial topics in Christianity. The sale of indulgences was a great source 

of income for the Catholic Church, but Martin Luther and the Reformation movement 

rejected the Church’s power to sell afterlife salvation and to change the faith of the 

deceased in purgatory. The Reformation movement used the power of promoting 
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religious reform through printing to their benefit by spreading religious propaganda and 

ideas such as the Church’s abuse of purgatorial beliefs. The need for swift transmission 

of religious propaganda resulted in a large and dynamic demand for the printing press. 

Gutenberg’s invention of movable type in mid-15
th

 century provided a way to answer this 

demand faster at a lower cost. In order to respond to the increased high demand for 

printing, the new invention spread across Europe rapidly. While previous literature 

argues that demand responded strongly to the availability of this new technology, I argue 

conversely that the high demand for printing and rapid spread of new religious ideas 

caused the fast adaptation of the movable print technology. It is known in the history and 

economics literature that the printing press aided the Protestant Reformation, but there 

may be an endogeneity between the printing press and the Protestant Reformation.  It is 

important to note that the printing industry also benefited from the high printing demand 

resulting from the Reformation movement. While the Reformation movement helped the 

printing industry in Europe, the industry failed to flourish in other parts of the world 

where there was limited religious controversy. Existing data on printed books from the 

time of the invention of movable printing in Europe until the end of the sixteenth century 

shows that the Reformation movement resulted in the heaviest demand on the printing 

industry, as the highest number of books printed during this time was of a religious 

nature. Martin Luther, the most eminent Reformation figure, published the greatest 

numbers of books.  

The argument that religious controversy helped the rapid advance of the printing 

industry is a general argument that is applicable to the printing industry in other parts of 
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the world. The printing industry didn’t advance in the Islamic world until the 18
th

 

century. Other scholars have offered political and cultural reasons for the late arrival of 

printing in the Islamic world. For example, Cosgel, Miceli and Rubin (2012) claim that 

the Ottoman Empire regulated printing heavily in order to save the government’s 

legitimacy. However, I argue that at the same time, there was resistance toward printing 

in Europe as well. European governments and the Church had restricted and regulated 

printing. The main difference between the printing industry in the Christian and Islamic 

worlds was that, contrary to Christianity, the Islamic world did not face controversies 

such as purgatory and the afterlife.  Therefore, there was no real demand for the printing 

press and its use in spreading ideas and propagandas. Other researchers have sought to 

explain the reason behind the late arrival of the printing technology in the Islamic world 

by arguing that the lack of religious controversy in Islam was the main reason  for a low 

demand of religious publications, hence, printing found its way to the Islamic world with 

some delay. 

This chapter includes two main sections. The first section studies the 

advancement of printing press at the time of the Reformation in Europe. The second 

section expands the religious controversy argument to Islamic countries by studying the 

history of books and printing in the Islamic world since the invention of movable type in 

Europe until the adaptation of printing in the Islamic world in the 18
th

 century.  

 

3.2. The Protestant Reformation and the Printing Industry 
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 In section 3.2.1, I offer a summary of the literature studying the relation between 

the advent of the printing press, the Protestant Reformation, and economic growth in 

Europe. I continue the argument in section 3.2.2 by studying the changes in the printing 

industry caused by Gutenberg’s invention of movable type. I conclude in section 3.2.3 

with an analysis of the demand for printing caused by religious controversy. 

 

3.2.1. Related Work 

 

The Protestant Reformation is known to have been started with the publication of 

Martin Luther’s “Ninety-five Theses” in 1517. This document targeted the Church’s 

abuse of power especially in terms of the sale of indulgences. The history of the 

Reformation from this point forward is integrated to a large extent with the history of the 

printing press. As Eisenstein (1979, p. 306) argues Luther’s ideas were nothing new. 

Theological arguments similar to Luther’s ideas were common in the Church and had 

occurred before Luther’s time. These arguments had never left the Church; it was the 

capabilities of mass printing to spread Luther’s ideas among the common people that 

ultimately led to the Reformation. 

The historical literature on the Protestant Reformation is replete with works that 

note a connection between the Reformation and the printing press. Dickens (1968) 

emphasizes the importance of printing in the spread of reformation: “Altogether in 

relation to the spread of religious ideas it seems difficult to exaggerate the significance of 

the Press, without which a revolution of this magnitude could scarcely have been 

consummated” (p. 51). He argues that the reason behind the success of Luther’s 
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movement compared to previous attempts at reformation was the fact that Luther 

benefited from the printing press. Others, such as Gilmont (1998), Hillerbrand 

(1968), Holborn (1994), and Rupp (1951); also draw a direct connection between printing 

and the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. 

Recently, there has been a new found interest in economics literature on the 

social, cultural and economic consequences of printing and reformation in 

Europe. Becker and Wößmann (2008, 2009, 2010) discuss the positive effects of the 

Reformation on literacy and, consequently, economic reformation in Europe. Baten and 

Van Zanden (2008) draw the same conclusion using book production per capita as an 

indicator for literacy in pre-industrial revolution Europe. Buringh and Van Zanden (2009) 

show the increasing trend in book production and literacy and consequent economic 

growth in the course of thirteenth centuries. Dittmar (2010) implements city-level data 

and illustrates that places that adopted the printing press had higher levels of economic 

growth. Rubin (forthcoming) uses city-level data and shows that cities that adopted the 

printing press were more likely to be predominantly Protestant later. Therefore, the 

economic literature established that the printing industry helped the Protestant 

Reformation, as well as literacy and economic growth.  

 

3.2.2. The Invention and Use of Movable Type around the World 

 

In order to understand the printing industry, it is important to know what 

Gutenberg’s invention was, how it changed the printing industry, and how it affected the 

spread of the Protestant Reformation. The technology for printing using woodblocks had 
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existed for centuries prior to the Reformation and Gutenberg’s invention. What is 

referred to in economics literature as an invention of the printing press was actually 

Gutenberg’s discovery of movable type in the mid- fifteenth century in Europe. With 

woodblock printing, pictures and texts were cut into the blocks of wood which made 

multiple printing possible. It is important to distinguish between the two technologies and 

to note that woodblock printing was customary before the invention of movable type; this 

newer technology offered the possibility of the speedy printing of thousands of books and 

at a lower cost. By ignoring the printing history before Gutenberg’s invention of movable 

type, as was done with most previous economics literature, we can’t really understand the 

impact of the printing industry’s evolution and the changes in supply and demand for 

printing. Notably, only Buringh and Van Zanden (2009) mention the invention of 

movable type and notice that it inflated the rate of growth in book production in Europe 

by reducing the cost of printing. They focus on the social, cultural, and economic 

consequences of book production. My research takes a more detailed look at the printing 

industry itself and explains the evolution of the printing industry and how the Protestant 

Reformation helped this industry to flourish. 

 Interestingly, woodblock printing technology was in use around the world, both 

in the East and in Europe. Before the invention of movable type, printing in Europe was 

mostly under the control of the Church. Buringh and Van Zanden (2009) argue that the 

increasing power of the Church and the monastic movement between 900-1300 increased 

the book production in Europe. The most popular book in Europe was the Bible. Most of 

the printed books were of a religious nature (Eisenstein 1979) and most of the demand for 
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printing came from the Church (Holborn 1994). At the same time, the book production in 

the East, especially China, Japan, and Korea, was high and comparable with 

Europe. Before the advent of movable print, the Chinese were using woodblock methods 

for printing works of popular poets, history, encyclopedias, paper money, and even 

playing cards. Again, the most important printed works in all Eastern countries were 

religious books:  Buddhist literature (Gunaratne 2001).  

Contrary to popular knowledge, Johannes Gutenberg was not the original inventor 

of movable type. Scholars such as Vainker (1990) and Gunaratne (2001), studying the 

printing history of the East, argue that movable print was invented in China in the mid-

11th century, centuries before Gutenberg. Although in use, movable type did not become 

popular and woodblock printing was still the main technology in use in Eastern countries. 

The question is why the new technology of movable type failed to catch up with the old 

woodblock technology. 

I argue that lack of real demand for printing was the reason that there was no need 

for the new technology to compensate the initial costs and difficulties of establishing the 

new technology. Other researchers such as Tsien (1985, p. 220) point to 

the impracticality of putting over 80,000 Chinese symbols in a movable printer. 

However, Chu (1998, p. 133) rejects this reason and claims that the rich meaning of 

Chinese ideographic characters can save space in movable printers. 

Although difficulties in using movable print may be part of the reason that the new 

technology didn’t advance in the East, there is evidence of lack of demand to motivate 

print shops to use movable print. Without profit motivation, China continued to produce 
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low numbers of books (Tsien 1985, p. 285) using woodblock technology. Contrary to 

Europe, as a result of a lack of religious controversy and related propaganda, the printing 

industry in China didn’t target the public by mass production of books. There was no real 

demand for high volume and speedy printing, and therefore no real need for movable 

type. 

Tsien (1985) discusses the possibility that Gutenberg didn’t invent movable type 

independently but, like woodblock printing, the new technology was taken from 

China. Whether this claim is correct or not is for historians to answer. For our analysis, it 

is not important that Gutenberg was aware of Chinese invention of movable print; the 

point is that the technology existed both in Europe and in the East, and it had spread 

rapidly in Europe while it failed to advance in the East. This research explains the reasons 

behind this phenomenon by providing a general theory for the flourishing of the printing 

industry and mass printing. 

 

3.2.3. The Effects of Religious Controversy in Europe 

 

It is important to take a closer look at the books printed in Europe on the eve of 

the Reformation and advent of the printing press in order to understand the nature of the 

demand for books at this time. Figure 2 uses the 2014 USTC (Universal Short Catalogue 

Hosted by the University of St Andrews)
7
 records of all the books published between 

Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press until 1600. The number of religious books 

printed during this period is immensely higher than other categories of books.  

                                                 
7
 http://ustc.ac.uk/index.php 

http://ustc.ac.uk/index.php
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Figure 2: Categories of Books published in Europe 1450-1600 

 

This data shows the importance of religious books as the dominant demand for 

the printing industry. It is interesting to note that the most-published author in this period 

was Martin Luther, with 4,790 books of the total of 364,105 books published. Other 

controversial religious authors such as Desiderius Erasmus were also at the top of most-

published authors.  

Figure 3 illustrates that most books printed at this period were written in Latin, 

which was used in the writing of religious and scholarly material. Other than Latin, some 

books were printed in the languages of the Reformist countries. Figure 4 shows that the 
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market for books in the Reformist countries and in countries with lower print restrictions, 

such as France and Italy, was higher than in other parts of Europe. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Languages of Books published in Europe 1450-1600 
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Figure 4: Places of Books published in Europe 1450-1600 

 

Since the chief demand for books at the time of the invention of the printing press 

was for religious books, it makes sense to take a closer look at the effect of demand for 

religious literature on the printing industry. I start with studying Gutenberg’s first print 

shop and his attempts to market movable type printing capabilities, and continue with 

historical evidence of the demand by the Reformists for spreading propaganda to further 

the aims of the Reformation. 

Gutenberg spent years experimenting with printing and also trying, not 

so successfully in most cases, to make money. In 1448, he moved to Mainz, borrowed 

some money and started his print shop, which used movable type technology for the first 

time in Europe (BL online)
8
. The mid-fifteenth century invention of movable type 

revolutionized the printing industry in Europe as the technology of book production 

                                                 
8
 http://www.bl.uk/treasures/gutenberg/indulgences.html 
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changed from “script to print” (Eisenstein 1979). Instead of books produced at 

the copyist’s desk, the print shop began to appear across Europe and offered lower cost, 

organized, and rapid printing of material than had been possible with woodblock 

technology. 

As I mentioned earlier, the economics literature didn’t fully note the importance 

of the invention of movable type; it also failed to notice the time gap between the 

invention of movable type in the mid-15
th

 century and the start of the Reformation in 

1517. Interestingly, as he continued to try to market the new technology, the printed 

material chiefly produced by Gutenberg’s print shops was still mostly religious material. 

Still, the main force that helped the new technology to flourish during this period was 

spreading propaganda, surprisingly not by the Reformists. 

After the invention of movable type until the Reformation, the Church was still 

the primary customer of printing needs. Interestingly, as early as 1452 (BL online), one 

of the first printing products of Gutenberg’s print shop was indulgences (Eisenstein 1979, 

p. 375). Faster printing of indulgences using movable types meant a higher level of 

income for the Church; for Gutenberg’s print shop, it guaranteed money from the Church 

at the stage at which the new technology was developing. Other than indulgences, the 

Church demanded printing of its usual liturgical material such as prayers, rituals, etc. 

(Holborn 1994). Movable type helped the Church to print its material faster and more 

cheaply but the demand for printing was not dramatically increased until the Church 

found a way to use printing for its own propaganda uses. The Church, not the Protestant 

Reformation, organized the first movement that benefited from the power of this new 
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printing technology through the rapid spread of propaganda in its "anti-Turkish crusade" 

(Eisenstein 1979, p. 303). At this stage up until the Reformation, the Church – which 

later banned and regulated the use of new movable type technology – was enjoying the 

benefits of the printing press and even called it a “gift from God”.  But, it didn’t take long 

for the Church to realize the potential threat that the printing press imposed to its power. 

 In an attempt to extend the market for printing beyond the Church, Gutenberg 

tried printing other publications such as Donatus’s Latin Grammar book and, most 

importantly, the Bible. Before the invention of movable print and the coming of the 

Reformation, the Bible usually was printed in Latin, a “dead” language (Stone 1969, p. 

77) that was not widely in use among the general public. Bibles were printed for 

churches, monasteries, and scholarly use, but not for the masses. Gutenberg’s Bible was 

one of the first attempts to market the Bible among a larger, less well educated audience; 

however, it wasn’t any different from previously printed Bibles other than its slightly 

cheaper price. Gutenberg’s Bible, an edition of the Vulgate in Latin, was cheaper in price 

than Bibles printed before movable type but was still too expensive for most people to 

afford; hence, the main customers of Gutenberg’s Bible continued to be churches, 

monasteries, and universities (Kapr 1996). Therefore, Gutenberg’s attempt to market the 

Bible among the general public wasn’t successful.  The Reformation leaders later tried to 

establish Bible reading among the public by focusing on printing the Bible in the 

vernacular. The Bible was printed in various languages spoken by the layman in order to 

make it readable to the public. Consequently, the Bible changed from a luxury good used 

only by the educated and wealthy and in the Church to something that ordinary people 
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could read in their homes. This made the Bible a best seller and print shops made a lot of 

money printing and selling Bibles. As Holborn (1994) observes: “By attracting a great 

new group of customers Luther caused a fundamental change in the primary purpose of 

printing. For mass sale, quality had to be sacrificed to quantity. Printing changed from an 

art satisfying in itself to a vehicle to convey ideas and material” (Holborn 1994, p. 126).  

I discussed the Translation Revolution in more detail in the “Abolishment of 

Purgatory” chapter. The salient point here is that the Reformation movement changed the 

demand and use of the Bible among the general public. While the movement increased 

reading of the Bible, it created a new market for the print shop. 

 Even though the Church was using the printing technology to its benefit, there is 

no doubt that no movement benefited from the printing press as much as the 

Reformation. It is important to emphasize that the printing industry enjoyed the benefits 

of publishing propaganda and literature connected with Protestant movements as well. 

Figures 5 and 6 look at the book production data between the advent of moveable 

type until 1600, illustrating the increase in book production as the printing industry 

advanced and the ideals of the Reformation spread among society. Looking at these 

figures, we can see how the Reformation changed the printing industry. The first bar in 

Figure 5 shows the printing done before the start of the Reformation as Luther’s Ninety-

five Theses in 1517. It is needless to say that after the Reformation, the number of books 

printed more than doubled and most of the books printed were still religious-themed 

books. As more print shops were established and the cost of printing decreased, the 

percentage of religious books relative to the total number of books decreased slightly. 
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Other types of books found their market and were printed at low cost, but religious goods 

continued to be the number one category of printed books.  

Another interesting trend, illustrated in Figure 6, is the increase in the number of 

published books in Latin. The number of books printed in Latin also decreased relatively 

as printed books were targeted to a public who couldn’t necessarily understand Latin. 

Latin was still mainly used for religious materials but other languages also found their 

way into publication. The ratio of books printed in Latin to total books printed changes 

dramatically before and after the Reformation. This shows that the Reformation leaders 

attempted to target their written material toward the public. 

 

Figure 5: Places of Books published in Europe 1450-1600 
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 Figure 6: Increase in Book Production and Latin Books in Europe 
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and they mentioned the significance of printing in their writings (Hillerbrand 1968, pp.  

xxiv-xxv). “Luther, himself, described printing as ‘God's highest and extremist act of 

grace, whereby the business of the Gospel is driven forward’” (Eisenstein 1979, p. 304). 

Reformers such as Luther, who was trying to attract supporters, didn’t mind the 

reprinting of their writings.  

The Reformation was successful in attracting the attention of the public and 

encouraging popular support as the movement spread from one country to another across 

Europe. At the same time, the number of print shops in Europe increased and, based on 

the new demand, printing became a flourishing business. Print shops trying to make a 

profit found Reformation-related writings to be the bestsellers to the point that Catholics 

writers couldn’t easily find printers who were willing to publish their material (Holborn 

1994, p. 133). 

Given the Church’s protest and the ban of Luther’s writing, most of the books 

printed after this time are Luther’s writing and Reformation-related material (Holborn 

1994). It is interesting to note that printers preferred to print Protestant material over all 

other because they found it more profitable, and the high demand revolutionized the 

industry. As the movement grew and the market was replete with the Reformation ideas 

and literature, less-famous reformers such as Bucer, Schwenckfeld, Oecolampadius, 

Brenz, Melanchthon, and Carlstadt, were also successful in getting their writing 

published by printing shops since there was popular demand for all Reformation ideas 

(Hillerbrand 1968, p. xxv). 
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Kingdon (1964, p. 24) is the only one that noticed how Christianity affected the 

printing industry and he claims the impact was mainly because of the reliance of 

Christianity on scripture. He compared Christianity with Islam in this respect and argued 

that printing found its way to Islam later because the Quran was mostly taught orally and 

there was less reliance on written scripture. While Kingdon correctly linked Christianity 

with the advancement of printing industry, he failed to notice that the main reason for 

printing was an element of controversy, not reliance on the script and how the movable 

type technology was a perfect tool to respond to high dynamic demand for spreading 

propaganda. It was the Reformation and the Reformer’s attempts to spread their ideas that 

increased reading of the Bible and other religious material among the public, thus 

requiring a high level of book production only possible with movable types. Woodblock 

technology was perfectly able to answer the limited printing demands of the Church and 

there was no need for a fast and high volume of printing.   

Previous literature such as Diamond (1997), Jones (2003), Mokyr (1990) and 

Montesquieu (1989) illustrate that decentralized political structure in Europe aided 

economic growth in this area of the world. It is important to note that political structure 

was also an important factor in the success of the printing industry as well. In countries 

with a strong and centralized political system, such as England, establishing the new 

industry and printing controversial material was not easy as the state tried to control the 

industry, and the initial legal and political costs for establishing the industry were high. In 

countries that were politically fragmented, such as Germany, the printing industry 

developed with lower costs and the controversial materials were printed without conflict 
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with the state. The same argument can be applied to Islamic countries. In the era of the 

development of the printing industry, the Islamic world had strong centralized 

government: The Ottoman Empire and Safavid Dynasty in Persian Empire are examples. 

Therefore, the printing industry and print shops had to overcome political and legal 

difficulties enforced by a strong state.  

Many economists study various aspects of technological changes; some such as  

Romer (1990), Grossman and Helpman (1991a, 1991b, 1991c), and Aghion and Howitt 

(1992) offer endogenous growth models in which technological innovations are  

significant contributors to economic growth.Other scholars study “local technical 

change” and relate technological change to capital-labor ratio, such as Atkinson and 

Stiglitz (1969), Basu and Weil (1998), Fare et al. (1994), Acemoglu and Zilibotti (2001), 

Kumar and Russell (2002), Acemoglu (2003), Los and Timmer (2005), Caselli and 

Coleman (2006), Jerzmanowski (2007) and Allen (2012). Only a small portion of 

literature discusses the demand for new technologies as a contributing factor to 

innovation activities. Schmookler is the most influential scholar on this topic. In his 

classic book entitled Invention and Economic Growth (1966), he emphasizes that the 

direction and size of inventions are responsive to the demand. This paper, following 

Schmookler’s tradition, emphasizes the importance of local demand for a new 

technology. The religious controversy in Europe increased the demand for the new 

printing technology enough for print shops to overcome the initial fixed cost of 

establishing a print shop and using the new technology. In other parts of Europe such as 
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China and Islamic countries, the initial cost of using the new technology was higher than 

local demand in those areas.  

In the next section, I study the printing press technology in the Islamic world. The 

process of adaptation of the printing industry in the Islamic world was an evolution that 

happened over the course of a few centuries contrary to the revolution of printing in 

Europe. Using the historical literature and evidence, I will point out that my religious 

controversy argument is applicable to the process of adaptation of movable print in 

Islamic world. 

  
3.3. Printing in the Islamic World 

 
Printing technology was officially established in the Islamic world in the 18

th
 

century, centuries after Europe and even then, it took the printing industry about a 

century to finally find its place in society by the 19
th

 century.  Historians and economists 

have offered various reasons for the late arrival of the printing press to the Islamic world. 

The first section will explain the reasoning offered by historical and economic literature 

for late acceptance of movable print in the Islamic world. Section 3.2.2. expands my 

argument for religious controversy by looking at the history and literature regarding the 

demand of printing at the time of invention of the technology in Europe until the 18
th

 

century. 

3.3.1. Related Work 

 
Many researchers have studied the printing industry in the Middle East and 

Islamic countries and have offered various arguments for the disapproval of and high 
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restrictions on the printing press. One group of researchers focuses on cultural reasons, 

arguing that at the time, most of the people in Islamic countries were illiterate and were 

not able to read books (Kunt 2008), and an oral culture existed for the study and teaching 

of Islamic texts (Kingdon 1964). Further, copyists showed resistance to printing in order 

to protect their income (Sabev 2013, p. 393). Another group of researchers have 

highlighted the difficulty of printing using Arabic alphabets (Ghobrial 2005, AbiFares 

2001, Chappell 1999), and cited the legal and religious limitations of printing the most 

important Islamic book, the Quran (Ghaly 2009). Finally, others argue that no political 

incentives existed for religious authorities, as well as the Sultan’s disapproval of printing. 

Atiyeh (1995) and Roper (1995) point out that the Ulama
9
 had a monopoly over 

printing and Islamic literature until the advent of the printing press, which resulted in 

their resistance to adoption of the new printing technology. Roper (2007) argues that in 

the Ottoman Empire, the state had longtime equilibrium in mind for regulating the 

printing industry, whereas in Europe the regulation was pursued by interest groups 

having short term interests in mind. The political reasons found their way to the 

economics literature as well, as Coşgel, Miceli and Rubin (2012) explain these political 

incentives behind the printing restrictions in the Ottoman Empire by focusing on the 

legitimization of incentive between political, religious and military agents. They claim 

that in Europe, legitimization between the Church and European state was already 

compromised before the invention of printing, therefore there were not enough incentives 

to stop printing. The state needed legitimization from religious and military powers in the 

                                                 
9
 Islamic Scholars 
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Ottoman Empire in order to have a low cost tax collection. The new printing technology 

could have helped give the religious and military the power to revolt against the state at a 

lower cost. Therefore, the Ottoman state banned the printing press. 

 The first two factors, cultural and language, can be easily dismissed when 

comparing the Islamic world with Europe at the era of advancement of printing industry. 

There was a low level of literacy in Europe before the printing press and the Reformation. 

In fact, studies note the increasing trend in literacy in Europe after the invention of the 

printing press and the coming of the Reformation. The same is true for Islamic countries 

(Roper 1995); as print shops and book production increased, so did literacy in these 

nations. Since cultural factors were not unique to the Islamic world, these cannot be 

viewed as a valid reason for late acceptance of the new technology there. Difficulty in the 

printing of Arabic characters can’t be considered an acceptable reason either, since there 

were Arabic printers in Europe in the 16
th

 century. It should have been easier for native 

Arabic speakers to use the technology to their advantage than for Europeans.  I argue that 

the lack of demand for printing gave no incentive to overcome the initial difficulties and 

costs of using the movable type technology. It is true that there was a culture of oral 

teaching of the Quran and Islamic literature. At the same time, contrary to the fact that 

Bible reading by the Christian general public was not common before the Reformation, 

Islam requires all Muslims to read and learn the Quran (Tibawi 1972, p. 27). Where book 

printing was slow and costly using the woodblock printing technology, Muslims learned 

the Quran orally instead of referring to the script. The potential for exploring the market 
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for printing the Quran existed if a print shop could rise above the legal and religious 

problems and get the Ulama’s permission for printing. 

 The political incentives can be argued to be part of the reason but not the 

complete story, since the Church had monopoly over religious texts in Europe before the 

Reformation as well. The Church also initially heavily regulated printing of biblical texts 

and other religious material lacking its approval. The printing regulations lasted from a 

few years to a few decades in various European countries while it lasted for a few 

centuries in Islamic countries. The difference between the two religions was the demand 

for printing causing by religious controversy. Lack of controversial doctrines, such as in 

the case of afterlife, was the main reason that there was low demand for printing in the 

Islamic world, while high demand for Reformation-related writings was the main reason 

that the Church’s restrictions on printing were not successful.  

 

3.3.2. History and Demand for Printing in the Islamic World 

 

To understand the printing industry in the Islamic world, it is important to look 

closely at the printing records and see the types and categories of books that were 

published as the industry revolutionized. There is no database of all the books printed in 

Islamic countries at the time, but looking at the historical literature on the topic of writing 

and printing in the Middle East, we can get an idea of the categories of books printed 

before and after the advent of movable type. In the Islamic world, like as in Europe in the 

Middle Ages, religion and printing were integrated. The majority of literature in the 

Islamic world was written in Arabic at the time of the invention of the printing press. 
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While Turkish and Persian were also languages in use in the Islamic world, Arabic was 

the main language used in Islamic literature. The Quran and Sunnah
10

 were the basis of 

Islam and most printed books. Other than the Quran, most of the printed materials before 

the invention of movable type were literature and poetry, sometimes translated from 

Persian, or scientific literature (Pederson 1984, p. 18). 

Roper (1989)  and Pederson (1984) point out that while printing within the 

borders  of the Islamic world didn’t started until the 18
th

 century, printing in Arabic had 

been done by European printers since the 16
th

 century. Most of these Arabic books were 

targeted for export to Arabic speaking countries. Table 3 shows timing timeline of Arabic 

printing both in Europe and in Islamic countries. The table shows that most of the earliest 

books printed in Arabic in Europe were Christian books published as early as 1514, and 

most of these books were targeted for export to Arabic speaking countries. While 

historians have noted this book export to Islamic countries, the economic literature has 

failed to do so. It is not necessary to have printing capabilities located in a country or 

specific geographic area in order to have books and propaganda flooded that area. When 

there is a market for books and government regulations restrict printing, books can be 

printed and exported to that area. This was the case in Europe as large numbers of books 

were printed in France and Italy and were sent to other parts of Europe that had 

restriction on book printing. 

 

                                                 
10

 Collection of deeds and sayings of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. 
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Table 3: Timing of Arabic Printing11 

1514  Publication of the first Arabic books in Italy including Christian texts 

 

1530    Arabic Quran printed in Venice  

 

1564-1614   Medici Press in Rome publish various Arabic books including   

translations of the Gospels (1591), scientific texts, Arabic grammar 

 

1600s  Many print shops in Europe printed Arabic books mostly including 

Christian texts 

 

1706  First Arabic print shop in Middle East (Aleppo, Syria) publishing 

Christian texts 

 

1726 First print shop with official approval of religious authorities and Sultan 

which was still forbidden from printing religious books. 

 

1734  Another Arabic print shop in Lebanon  

 

1795    Printing academic books in military school in Istanbul  

 

1798    Napoleon brought printing press to Egypt 

 

1822  Official press in Cairo 

 

1834  Missionary press in Beirut 

 

Roper (1989, p. 226) offers three possible reasons for the printing of Arabic 

books in Europe: the first and most important reason was familiarizing the Arabic 

speaking countries with Christian texts (also Avakin 2013, p. 258). Spreading propaganda 

was the incentive behind the establishment of Arabic print shops. Religious competition 

and controversy between the two religions created a demand for printing in languages 

                                                 
11

http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic482827.files/H81b%20The%20Impact%20of%

20Print%20-%20Arabic%20Book%20Handout%20FINAL.pdf (isites.harvard.edu/ 

accessed 5/4/2014) 

http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic482827.files/H81b%20The%20Impact%20of%20Print%20-%20Arabic%20Book%20Handout%20FINAL.pdf
http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic482827.files/H81b%20The%20Impact%20of%20Print%20-%20Arabic%20Book%20Handout%20FINAL.pdf
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other than those of the Europeans. The printing of Christian books started in the 16
th

 

century and continued for centuries even when printing was restricted in Islamic 

countries. It is interesting to note that book export was permitted in the Ottoman Empire 

(Sabev 2013, p. 395).  A good example is the 1671 Arabic Bible published based on the 

Vulgate Bible. 
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Figure 7: Arabic Bible Printed in 167112 

 

 

The second reason for the printing of Arabic texts in Europe was the expansion of 

the printing market. Now that there was Arabic printing capabilities and export of Arabic 

books, print shops began to print the Quran and other Islamic literature in Arabic as well. 

Figure 8 is the first page of the Quran printed in Arabic in Venice. 

 

 

                                                 
12

 Source: http://inthebeginningwerespecialcollections.wordpress.com/category/arabic-

bible/ 

http://inthebeginningwerespecialcollections.wordpress.com/category/arabic-bible/
http://inthebeginningwerespecialcollections.wordpress.com/category/arabic-bible/
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Figure 8: Quran printed using movable type by Pagnino and Alessandro Paganini in 

Venice 153713 

 

European printers were not so successful in marketing their Arabic Quran in 

Islamic countries because typos and other print mistakes in printing the Quran and other 

Islamic literature were not religiously acceptable. Mahdi (1995) uses the example of 

Alessandro Paganino’s Venice Quran and the 1694 Quran printed in Hamburg with their 

many printing errors as the reason why the printed Quran from Europe was not accepted 

in Islamic countries. There was an emphasis in Islam that the Quran, the holy book, 

needed to get printed without any alterations, misprints, or changes in wording. European 

printers, not necessarily being very fluent in Arabic, did not insure printing accuracy. 

Lack of attention to religious and cultural sensitivity to the Quran in Islamic countries 

caused the European printers to lose their credibility in printing Islamic materials. Even 

on an occasion in the 17
th

 century, people in the Ottoman Empire threw a large shipment 

of Quran’s printed in England into the sea (Sabev 2013, p. 395). 

The third incentive behind the Arabic printing was the familiarization of the 

European scholars with Arabic texts and literature. The printers had published Arabic 

grammar books and literature.  In order to market various books, there were also 

translated publications of the Quran and other Arabic literature in English and other 

European languages. An example is the 1649 London publication of the Quran in 

English. 

                                                 
13

 Sourse: www. Muslimheritage.com 
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Figure 9: English Quran Printed in London 164914 

 

Printing in the Persian Empire has a similar history to that of the Ottoman 

Empire. Before the printing press using woodblock technology books mostly include 

poems, stories and literature, and Islamic literature printed in Arabic. The Persian 

alphabet grew out of the Arabic alphabet of Islam even though Zoroastrians used the 

Pahlavi writing until the 11
th

 century. This made the printing of Persian literature by 

Arabic printers very convenient. Dutch printers were the first to do so in 1639, as Louis 

                                                 
14

 Source: https://exhibitions.cul.columbia.edu/exhibits/show/quran/item/6109 

https://exhibitions.cul.columbia.edu/exhibits/show/quran/item/6109
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de Dieu published the first two books in Persian: “The Life of Christ” and “The Life of 

Saint Peter,” which was followed by multiple other Persian books such as Persian 

grammar. In a few years other print shops in Amsterdam, Vienna, Paris, London and 

Rome started printing Persian books. Most of the books were Christian literature, Persian 

poems, and ancient literature (Afshar 2009, p. 431). The earliest books using movable 

print was printed by Armenian Christians living in Jolfa, Isfahan, which included 

religious books in 1638. The first Persian book was not printed until 1818. 

Thus, prior to the printing press the main material printed in Arabic speaking 

countries using woodblocks were principally the Quran, religious literature, light 

literature, poems, stories, and scientific literature (Pederson 1984, pp. 18-19). There was 

no need or demand for a high volume of printing or rapid printing. After the introduction 

of movable type to Islamic world, states and religious authorities heavily regulated the 

use of new technology and the books were limited to a low volume of books printed in 

the Islamic world using old technologies. The Arabic books printed in Europe (mostly in 

France and Italy) and exported to Islamic countries and the Ottoman Empire permitted 

non-Muslims to print their material as early as 16
th

 century. The Jewish and Christian 

works published in Islamic countries were mainly in other languages such as Hebrew, 

Syriac and Armenian (Kreiser 2001, Avakin 2013, p. 257).  

The export of Arabic books from Europe made these books scarce and expensive 

(Roper 2007, p. 229) which contradicted the main purpose of Christian missionary book 

exporters. Therefore, eventually in the 18
th

 century Europeans established the first print 

shops in the Islamic countries and started publishing Christian books at lower cost. Other 
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than the print shops established by the Europeans in the Islamic world, local print shops 

gradually started to appear; however, since printing was not in demand, these businesses 

were not very successful. Only intellectuals with non-monetary incentives tried their hand 

in printing. A good example of this argument is the first official Muslim print shop in the 

Ottoman Empire, established by Ibrahim Muteferrika. His persistence helped him to 

overcome cultural and legal obstacles for the establishment of his print shop. He wrote a 

book titled “The Utility of Printing” in an attempt to convince the state and the Ulama 

that the printing press would benefit Muslims. He met and talked with the Ulama and got 

the official religious permission (Fatwa) for printing religious materials (Sabev 2013). He 

officially established his print shop in 1726 and published a total of approximately 11,000 

books. But Muteferrika’s print shop died with him in 1742. No one else had the incentive 

to continue his work as the demand for book printing and opportunities for profit making 

were low. As Sabev (2013, p. 403) points out: “Except for several books that sold well. 

Muteferrika’s effort in printing could seem the expression of personal enthusiasm rather 

than a response to a real demand in Ottoman Turkish society for increased number of 

identical copies of books in particular topic.” 

Books printed at this time were still considered a luxury item and offered in 

limited number. As Kunt (2008, p. 99) points out, Muteferrika “was publishing elite 

books for the reading elite; both by subject matter and by high prices charged his was an 

exclusive press.” The topics of books printed still included the same topics as before the 

invention of printing press: religious literature (mostly the Quran) and poetry (in Arabic, 

Persian, and Turkish). After Muteferrika’s death, other print shops similarly appeared 



88 

 

across the Islamic world, started by intellectuals trying to advance the societal culture and 

knowledge; however, there was a thin profit margin, if any. 

It wasn’t until the 19
th

 century that the printing industry succeeded in finding its 

way into Islamic society. As Pedersen (1984, p. 135) states: “Printing only became a 

thriving business in 1834, when American Protestant missionaries moved an Arabic 

printing from Malta to Beirut.” In the 19
th

 century Ottoman Empire, the state used the 

help of the printing press to promote its civil and religious reformist propaganda and this 

gave the industry a boost toward its advancement (Sabev 2013, p. 408). As the number of 

print shops increased, the cost of printing decreased and the printers gradually got more 

liberty in their printing of materials. As a result of the establishment of the printing press 

and higher level of book production in the Islamic world, literacy increased and the 

Islamic world faced cultural and civil changes that had happened a few centuries earlier 

in Europe. 

While most literature focuses on the late arrival of printing in the Islamic world, 

study of the demand for printing is mostly missing from the literature. With the relative 

lack of religious controversies in a religion and no need for spreading propaganda, there 

was no high demand for printing that the old woodblock technology could not satisfy. 

The Ulama and state unwillingness to relax control over the published materials didn’t 

make the process of transition to movable print easier. Eventually, the competition 

between Islam and Christianity was the force behind the advancement and introduction of 

printing to the Islamic world, as was the case of Arabic printing in Europe during the 
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16
th

-18
th

 centuries and the establishment of print shops in the Islamic world in the 18
th

 

century.  

3.4. Conclusion 

 

 It has been argued in the literature that the invention of the printing press in the 

15
th

 century aided the Protestant Reformation and even without the printing, the 

Reformation would have managed to spread across Europe. This paper focuses on the 

impact of the Reformation on the printing industry. The high demand for printing by the 

Reformation leaders led to advancement of printing industry. At the time of the 

Reformation, the writings of Martin Luther and others on controversial religious topics 

such as the sale of indulgences spurred the need for speedy printing of their writings 

while at the same time, the rapid spread also meant there was a high volume requirement.  

The new movable type technology was able to efficiently answer both of these demands. 

Conversely, the lack of similar controversy in Islam meant a low demand for printing. 

Ironically, Christians established the first Arabic print shops, initially in Europe and later 

in Islamic countries, in order to spread Christianity and publish Christian texts in Arabic. 

The subsequent competition between Islam and Christianity was the reason for the 

introduction of printing in Arabic countries. 
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