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Topic 3.3 – Empires: Belief Systems 
Thematic Focus: Cultural Developments and Interactions (CDI) 
 
Standards Table 

Framework Standard 

AP World History: 
Modern 

Unit 3 Learning Objective C: Explain continuity and 
change in belief systems from 1450–1750.  
Theme CDI: Belief systems evolve and interact, influencing 
politics, culture, and identity.  
KC-4.1.VI.i: Protestant & Catholic Reformations shaped 
Christianity.  
KC-4.1.VI.ii: Ottoman–Safavid rivalry intensified Sunni–
Shi’a split.  
KC-4.1.VI.iii: Sikhism emerged through Hindu–Islamic 
interaction. 

NCSS Standards Culture; Individual Development & Identity. 

Florida BEST SS 
Standards 

Analyze how belief systems contributed to cultural change; 
compare religious traditions and interactions. 

 
Lesson Overview 
Between 1450 and 1750, belief systems across Afro-Eurasia experienced both 
continuity and dramatic change. Empires expanded, reformers challenged old 
traditions, and new religions emerged from cultural interaction. These developments 
show how deeply belief systems were connected to political authority and social 
identity. While continuity remained in many core doctrines, shifts in power, conflict, 
and cultural blending produced new expressions of faith. 
 
In Europe, the Protestant Reformation challenged long-standing Catholic 
teachings, leading to new Christian denominations such as Lutheranism and 
Calvinism. In response, the Catholic Counter-Reformation attempted to reform 
corruption, clarify doctrine, and combat Protestant influence. This period saw 
Christianity grow globally through missionary activity and political competition. 
 
In the Islamic world, political rivalry between the Sunni Ottoman Empire and the 
Shi’a Safavid Empire intensified doctrinal divisions. Their conflicts were not merely 
theological—they were political contests for territory, legitimacy, and influence. 
Meanwhile, in South Asia, interactions between Hindu and Muslim communities 
contributed to the rise of Sikhism, a new faith emphasizing devotion to one God, 
equality, and community service. 
 
Student Learning Objectives 
By the end of this lesson, you will be able to: 

• Identify major changes to Christianity during the Reformation era. 
• Explain how political conflict deepened divisions within Islam. 
• Describe how Sikhism emerged from religious interaction. 
• Analyze primary sources demonstrating belief-system change. 
• Compare continuity and change across major religions. 
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Essential Vocabulary (5 terms, student-friendly definitions) 
1. Reformation – A religious movement challenging the Catholic Church, 

leading to new Christian denominations. 
2. Counter-Reformation – Catholic reforms responding to Protestant criticisms. 
3. Sunni–Shi’a split – A long-standing division within Islam over leadership and 

doctrine. 
4. Syncretism – Blending elements of different cultures or religions to create 

something new. 
5. Sikhism – A religion founded in South Asia that blends elements of Islam and 

Hinduism. 
 
Background Reading 
The Protestant Reformation began when Martin Luther criticized Catholic corruption 
in 1517. His ideas spread quickly due to the printing press, leading to widespread 
religious debates and the formation of Protestant churches. In response, the Catholic 
Church launched the Counter-Reformation, which included reforms at the Council of 
Trent and the establishment of new religious orders such as the Jesuits, who played 
a major role in missionary work. 
 
In the Islamic world, the Ottoman and Safavid Empires represented two competing 
branches of Islam. The Sunni Ottomans controlled much of the Middle East and 
Southeast Europe, while the Shi’a Safavids ruled Persia (Iran). Their rivalry led to 
frequent wars, such as the Battle of Chaldiran (1514), and hardened religious 
identities in both regions. This political conflict influenced the religious practices and 
legal systems within each empire. 
 
At the same time, South Asia experienced significant religious blending. Guru Nanak 
founded Sikhism in the early 1500s, teaching devotion to one God, rejection of 
caste, and service to humanity. Sikhism emerged in a cultural crossroads where 
Hindu and Islamic ideas interacted daily, especially under the Mughal Empire. Over 
time, Sikh communities developed distinct institutions and a strong warrior tradition, 
particularly under later leaders. 
 
Primary Sources 
 
Primary Source 1 — Martin Luther’s 95 Theses (1517) 
Source: Fordham Internet Sourcebook 
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/luther-95theses.asp 
In these theses, Luther criticizes the sale of indulgences and calls for reform. His 
ideas sparked widespread debate and the beginning of the Protestant Reformation. 
 
Primary Source 2 — Letter of Shah Ismail I (Safavid) Declaring Shi’a Identity 
(early 1500s) 
Source: Fordham Internet Sourcebook 
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1501ismail.asp 
Shah Ismail’s declaration establishes Shi’a Islam as the official religion of his empire, 
marking a political and religious challenge to the Sunni Ottomans. 
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Guided Source Analysis Questions 
Source 1 — Martin Luther 

1. What criticism does Luther make about the Catholic Church? 
2. How does his argument challenge existing Christian traditions? 
3. Why would these ideas have major political consequences in Europe? 

 
Source 2 — Shah Ismail 

1. How does Shah Ismail justify the Safavid Empire’s Shi’a identity? 
2. What does this statement reveal about the link between religion and political 

legitimacy? 
3. How might this declaration contribute to conflict with the Ottomans? 

 
AP Skill-Aligned Activity — Continuity & Change Chart 

Belief System Continuity 
(1450–1750) 

Change (1450–1750) Cause of Change 

Christianity Core doctrines 
persist 

Protestant & Catholic 
Reformations 

Printing press; 
corruption debates 

Islam Shared beliefs & 
holy texts 

Intensified Sunni–
Shi’a divide 

Ottoman–Safavid 
rivalry 

Hindu–Islamic 
interactions 

Long-term 
coexistence 

Rise of Sikhism Cultural blending in 
Mughal India 

 
Write 6–8 sentences explaining one significant change. 
 
Key Table 
Belief Systems: Continuity and Change (1450–1750) 

Category Example Effect 

Religious reform Protestant Reformation New denominations; European 
conflict 

Religious revival Catholic Counter-
Reformation 

Missionary activity; education 

Political-religious 
conflict 

Ottoman–Safavid rivalry Hardened Sunni/Shi’a identities 

Syncretism Sikhism New community blending 
traditions 

Global Christianity Jesuit missions Spread to Asia & Americas 

 
CCOT / Comparison / Causation Section 
Causation 

• Church corruption → Reformation 
• Ottoman–Safavid rivalry → religious divisions 
• Cultural blending → Sikhism 

Comparison 
• Protestant vs. Catholic reform: challenge vs. response 
• Sunni Ottomans vs. Shi’a Safavids: doctrinal & political differences 
• Sikhism vs. Hindu/Muslim traditions: syncretic blending 

 
CCOT 
Continuity: 

• Christianity and Islam retained core beliefs 
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Change: 
• New branches of Christianity emerged 
• Sunni–Shi’a divide deepened 
• Sikhism formed as a new religion 

 
Student Writing Task 
Prompt: 
In 8–10 sentences, explain ONE major change in a belief system between 1450 and 
1750. 
Use evidence from at least one primary source. 
Your response must include: 

• Thesis/claim 
• Evidence from Luther or Shah Ismail 
• Explanation of continuity vs. change 
• Clear historical reasoning 

 
Key Takeaways 

• Christianity underwent major change through the Protestant and Catholic 
Reformations. 

• Political rivalry intensified the Sunni–Shi’a divide in the Islamic world. 
• Sikhism emerged as a new syncretic religion in South Asia. 
• Belief systems both shape and respond to political, social, and cultural forces. 

 
 


