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To the Student 

Dear Students in AP® European History: 

Greetings to you as you begin your European history course. The three of us 

(Clare Haru Crowston, Merry Wiesner-Hanks, and Joe Perry) are the current 

authors of this book, and we want you to know that we were all once like you, 

high school students juggling friends and studies and perhaps extracurriculur 

activities. Through high school history courses, like this AP® European History 

course, and our college courses, we developed a fascination with history that 

propelled us into history as a career. Though most of you will not become 

professional historians, we hope this course and this book will spark or enhance 

an interest in history that will continue throughout your life. History can be 

experienced not just in classrooms but in everything around you — houses and 

the furniture in them, places of worship, public buildings, roads and the cars 

driving on them, photographs in albums or on your cell phone, family heir

looms, souvenirs from trips, and on and on. And the thinking skills you learn by 

studying history can be applied to 

everything as well, from your classes in 

other subjects to a job you might be 

doing now to the career you hope to 

have after you finish your education to 

your role as an active citizen. 

History can be experienced not just in classrooms  

but in everything around you—houses and the furniture in them, 

places of worship, public buildings, roads and the cars driving 

on them, photographs in albums or on your cell phone, family 

heirlooms, souvenirs from trips, and on and on. 
Believe it or not, we first encoun

tered this book when we were still 

students, using an earlier edition in our own college courses, so we approached it 

as you are now, as readers and consumers. The initial three authors, John McKay, 

Bennett Hill, and John Buckler, designed this text to infuse new life into the 

study of European history at a point when social history was dramatically 

changing the ways we understood the past. The original authors decided to write 

a book that would re-create the lives of ordinary people in appealing human 

terms, while also giving major economic, political, cultural, and intellectual 

developments the attention they unquestionably deserve. As students, we enjoyed 

the book for its readable and relatable view of history, so we welcomed the 

chance to come aboard as authors. As such, we remain committed to the original 

authors’ vision, though we now have a broader definition of social history that 

brings the initial idea into the twenty-first century. History as a discipline never 

stands still, and over the last several decades cultural history has joined social 

history as a source of dynamism. Because of its emphasis on the ways people 
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both lived and thought about their lives, A History of Western Society has always 

included a large amount of cultural history, ranging from important works of 

philosophy and literature to popular songs and stories. We have enhanced this 

material, so in the book’s pages you will find discussion of men’s and women’s 

actual experiences and the ways they reflected on these experiences to create 

meaning. All three of us regularly teach introductory history 

courses at the college level and thus bring insights from our 

classrooms to your text. 
In the book’s pages you will find discussion 

of men’s and women’s actual 

experiences and the ways they reflected 

on these experiences to create meaning. 

Along with our words about the European past, you will 

also find the words of many others in this book, along with

art and objects they created. Every chapter has written and 

visual primary sources that come from prominent and 

ordinary individuals with a diversity of perspectives, ranging from diaries, 

speeches, letters, poetry, and drama to artifacts, architecture, tomb inscriptions, 

and propaganda posters. Some of these stand alone in a feature we call 

 Evaluating the Evidence, and sometimes they are grouped together in a feature 

we call Thinking Like a Historian. Whether alone or in a group, the primary 

sources always include a headnote providing you with information about the 

source and offer questions that will help you understand the source and connect it 

to the information in the rest of the chapter. These primary sources will provide 

you with firsthand encounters with people of the past along with the means and 

tools for building your historical thinking skills, including analysis of evidence, 

chronological reasoning, explaining causation, and evaluating context. The AP® 

European History exam will measure both your knowledge of European history 

and your skill to analyze it, and this book, with these primary source features in 

particular, is designed to help you to develop both. 

Historians analyze evidence, just as detectives do, but they also tell stories, and 

in this book there are lots of stories. The Individuals in Society biographical 

essays offer brief studies of individuals, both famous and obscure, or occasionally 

of groups, who sought to understand and shape their world, just as you do. These 

include Rose Bertin, the first celebrity fashion stylist who clothed Queen Marie 

Antoinette of France in the eighteenth century, and Theodore Herzl, the journalist 

and playwright who in the late nineteenth century called on the Jewish people to 

found an independent Jewish state and European rulers to support it. In the 

Living in the Past features, we use material objects and images to focus on 

relatively narrow aspects of social and cultural history in order to write compelling 

stories that show how life in the past was both similar to and different from our 

lives today. So we discuss topics such as the foods that came from the Americas, 

the coffeehouses of Paris, street demonstrations and protests, or modern stream

lined design. We hope that through these features you will explore the deeper 
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ramifications of things around you that you might otherwise not think much 
about, such as consumer goods or even the money in your pocket. 

We were once students ourselves, and as previously mentioned, we interact 
with students every day, so we know firsthand and take seriously the challenges 
you face in understanding, retaining, 
and mastering so much material that is 
often unfamiliar. We have tried to 
make the book student-centered, with 
focus questions at the beginning of 
each chapter keyed to the main chapter 
headings to provide guidance in 
grasping the most important topics. At 
the end of each chapter, we offer Make Connections questions that allow you 
to assess larger developments across chapters, again beefing up your historical 
thinking skills in evaluating change and continuity, making comparisons, and 
analyzing context and causation. At the very end of each chapter, Looking Back, 
Looking Ahead provides an interpretation of the chapter’s main developments, 
while introducing events that you will encounter in the chapters to come, so that 
you can begin to see history as an ongoing process of interrelated events, just as 
historians do. 

These primary sources  will provide you with firsthand 
encounters with people of the past along with the means and
tools for building your historical thinking skills, including analysis 
of evidence, chronological reasoning, explaining causation, and
evaluating context. 

AP® European History, with this book that serves it, is a college-level course, 
and everything we have discussed so far is in the college edition. Recognizing 
your distinctive needs, however, we added a few special features in this edition. 
AP® Historical Thinking Skills: A Primer (the first set of orange-bordered 
pages) takes you through the historical thinking skills in great detail, with exercises 
based on material in the book that will allow you to practice these skills. Just as 
learning to play a sport or an instrument involves practice and training, so does 
learning how to do history. The primer also includes suggestions for getting the 
most out of reading this book (or any nonfiction book, for that matter) and advice 
on how you can develop the writing skills necessary for not only the AP® Euro-
pean History course and exam but also future AP® and college courses. We suggest 
that you read this primer before you start the course and that you refer to it often. 
Some of what you find may not make much sense to you now, but it’s important 
that you encounter these terms and ideas early so that they will be very familiar to 
you by the time you are ready to take the exam. 

In addition to the AP® skills primer, we created introductions that segment the 
book’s twenty chapters into the four historical time periods of the AP® European 
History course. Located immediately before Chapters 11, 15, 20, and 25, these 
introductions offer an overview of AP® Key Concepts and Thematic Learning 
Objectives as presented here in this text. Here you will find specific page references 
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to the various Key Concepts as well as key questions to ask yourself to ensure you 

understand the Thematic Learning Objectives. You might notice that sometimes 

page references align with more than one Key Concept and the key questions 

always blend more than one type of Thematic Learn

ing Objective. This is to be expected. Every historian 

understands and organizes the past in somewhat 

different ways, which is what makes our discipline 

focus more on discussion and debate and less on 

lecture. 

Every historian understands and organizes the  

past in somewhat different ways, which is what  

makes our discipline focus more on discussion  

and debate and less on lecture. 

Remember as you read that these pages are filled 

with our interpretations and analyses. You can and will have your own. Don’t be 

afraid to critically examine and question as you read. You are not doing this alone. 

Your teacher is your guide through this process, and your fellow students will give 

you opportunities for both collaboration and debate. Our hope is that this course 

is just the starting point and that you will begin to watch national and interna

tional news with greater understanding and critical thought. What you learn in 

this course will enhance your life today, if you let it. Good luck as you embark on 

this journey! 

Sincerely, 

clare haru crowston 
merry wiesner-hanks 
joe perry 
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How to  
Get the Most from This Program

Start Smart!

Notice that this book is organized into four 

parts. These parts align to the four time periods 

established by the College Board for the AP® 

European History course. Each part and chapter 

of this text is structured around a common set 

of features designed to convey the rich story of 

Europeans while helping you develop the skills 

required to realize success on the AP® European 

History exam. Follow these steps to begin 

exploring history.

AP® European History  

Time Periods

Percentage 

Tested

c. 1450–c. 1648 25%

c. 1648–c. 1815 25%

c. 1815–c. 1914 25%

c. 1914–Present 25%

HTS-1

AP® Historical Thinking Skills: A Primer

Dave Neumann
Director, The History Project

California State University–Long Beach

Merry Wiesner-Hanks
Distinguished Professor of History  

University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee

STUDENTS AND ADULTS ALIKE often grumble that history is just a bunch of facts and 

dates to memorize. While it’s true that studying history requires data, information, and facts 

and dates, that’s not the essence of what history is. History is a way of understanding the 

world by learning about the past. It is an interpretive reconstruction of the past based on sev-

eral skills. Advanced Placement (AP®) European History requires students to demonstrate an 

understanding of these skills. This primer will help you develop the historical thinking skills 

needed to succeed in your AP® European History class and exam, as well as improve the criti-

cal thinking, reading, and writing skills that will be useful in college, in your future career, 

and in active citizenship.

Historical Thinking Skills

The AP® European History curriculum introduces you to nine thinking skills in four catego-

ries, representing the ways historians talk about the past. These skills are sometimes described 

as “habits of mind.” This useful phrase should remind you that a skill needs to be practiced 

repeatedly until it becomes second nature. Because practice is an integral part of learning to 

think historically, the sections below include exercises to help you develop these “habits of 

mind.” Like shooting free throws, rehearsing dance moves, or playing scales, historical think-

ing skills need to be exercised regularly until you can use them easily and almost effortlessly.

Although we discuss each skill separately below, keep in mind that these skills overlap in 

many ways. For example, you can’t make a historical argument without also evaluating evi-

dence. So as you develop one historical thinking skill, you’ll also be learning and practicing 

other skills at the same time.

ANALYZING HISTORICAL SOURCES AND EVIDENCE

To start, historians make arguments about the past based on evidence, which is categorized as 

either primary or secondary sources. A primary source is something produced in the time 

period you are studying. In contrast, a secondary 

source is a text written about that time period, usu-

ally something a historian writes long after the fact. 

Secondary sources result from scholarly research of 

primary sources. Effective historical thinking requires 

the ability to analyze primary sources — reading 

carefully for the author’s point of view and purpose, 

the format of the document, and its context — as well as to analyze the ways historians create 

interpretations (secondary sources) based on their own use of primary source evidence. Until 

Historians make arguments about 

the past based on evidence, which 

is categorized as either primary or 

secondary sources.

 

.

Before you begin reading the text, 

review AP® Historical Thinking 

Skills: A Primer. This section provides 

tips on reading this college-level 

text, suggestions for analyzing what 

you read, and recommendations for 

synthesizing the information and 

writing a cohesive argument — all 

skills you must demonstrate on the AP®

exam. Gaining these insights at the 

beginning of the course will help you 

study more thoughtfully and efficiently
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Put Things in Context

Use the following features as you pre-read and prepare for your studies. Think of these tools like a coat rack, 

upon which you can hang the details of what you read in the chapters.
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Understanding AP® Themes in Period One

1. What new ideas were derived in the Renaissance and the Scientific Revolution, 
and how did these shape society? (OS, SP, IS)

2. Why did the religious reform movements of the sixteenth century spread so 
broadly and have such a great impact? (OS, IS)

3. How did nation-states develop and become more centralized in this period?  
(PP, OS, SP)

4. How did the European conquest of overseas territories create new forms of 
biological and cultural exchange, as well as new opportunities for power and 
wealth? (INT, PP, SP, IS)

5. How did the expansion of commercial capitalism and other economic changes 
affect daily life for rich and poor in the countryside and cities? (PP, IS)

6. What impact did these changes in so many realms of life have on family and 
social structures, gender roles, and popular culture? (OS, IS)
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fields or the shop. Rising population com-

bined with a flood of silver from the New 

World led to steep inflation during the 

sixteenth century, which hit the poor 

especially hard, as food prices increased far 

more than wages. In the seventeenth century 

a period of colder and wetter weather led to 

poor yields and recurrent famine, just as rulers 

were increasing taxes to pay for larger armies 

and large landowners were switching to less 

labor-intensive commercialized agriculture. 

Overburdened peasants and the urban poor 

migrated in search of food and employment, 

and sometimes engaged in violent riots and 

revolts. City, church, and village leaders 

attempted to enforce public order by 

prohibiting begging, punishing vagabonds, 

trying witches, and outlawing activities 

judged immoral, and people also used less 

formal means to enforce community norms, 

such as shaming rituals, gossip, and accusa-

tions of dishonor. (Pages 358–361, 380–383, 

402–404, 420–422, 452–456, 466–468, 481–482)

THEME ABBREVIATIONS  

INT Interaction of Europe 

and the World

PP Poverty and Prosperity 

OS  Objective Knowledge 

and Subjective Visions

SP  States and Other 

Institutions of Power

IS  Individual and Society

322-f

The historical era from the middle of the fifteenth century to the 

middle of the seventeenth century is the first half of what is often 

referred to as the “early modern” period. That term was devel-

oped by historians seeking to refine an intellectual model first devised during 

this very period, which saw European history as divided into three parts: 

ancient (to the end of the Roman Empire in the West in the fifth century), 

CHAPTERS
11 The Later Middle Ages, 1300–1450

12 European Society in the Age of the Renaissance, 1350–1550

13 Reformations and Religious Wars, 1500–1600

14 European Exploration and Conquest, 1450–1650

From Renaissance 
to Early Modern
c. 1450 – c. 1648 
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322-a

medieval (from the fifth century to the fif-

teenth), and modern (from the fifteenth cen-

tury to the historians’ own time). In this model, 

the break between the Middle Ages and the 

modern era was marked by the first voyage of 

Columbus (1492) and the beginning of the 

Protestant Reformation (1517), though some 

scholars, especially those who focused on 

Italy, set the break somewhat earlier with the 

Italian Renaissance. As the modern era grew 

longer and longer, historians began to divide it 

into “early modern” (from the Renaissance or 

Columbus to the French Revolution in 1789) 

and what we might call “truly modern” (from 

the French Revolution to whenever they hap-

pened to be writing). They also saw a break in 

the middle of the early modern period, with the 

Treaty of Westphalia that ended the Thirty 

Years’ War (1648). That treaty ended more 

than a century of wars over religion. After this, 

wars in Europe were primarily fought for territo-

rial gain and political power rather than reli-

gion, and Westphalia also ushered in a new 

system of diplomacy based on the notion of a 

“balance of power” that was supposed to 

lessen the frequency of war.

There were continuities across all these 

breaks, however. The voyages of Columbus 

may have marked the beginning of European 

exploration and colonization, but there were 

plenty of earlier contacts between Europeans 

and other cultures, and Columbus himself was 

motivated more by religious zeal — generally 

regarded as “medieval” — than by a “modern” 

desire to explore the unknown. The Protestant 

Reformation did bring a major break in West-

ern Christianity, but Martin Luther was seeking 

to reform the church, not split it, just like medi-

eval reformers, of which there were many. 

Other developments traditionally regarded as 

marks of modernity, such as the expansion of 

capitalism, the growth of the nation-state, or 

increasing interest in science and technology, 

also had earlier precedents, and their impact 

was slow in coming. Many basic social struc-

tures established before 1450 endured: most 

people lived in villages and made their living by 

farming, the family remained the primary unit of 

production and consumption, nobles remained 

the dominant social group, and whether one 

was born male or female shaped every life 

experience and every stage of life. 

Pages 322-a to 322-f reference the Updated Fall 2015 AP® European History curriculum.

AP®

1
PERIOD

ONE
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There were continuities across all these 

breaks, however. The voyages of Columbus 

may have marked the beginning of European 

exploration and colonization, but there were 

plenty of earlier contacts between Europeans 

and other cultures, and Columbus himself was 

motivated more by religious zeal — generally 

egarded as “medieval” — than by a “modern” 

desire to explore the unknown. The Protestant 

Reformation did bring a major break in West-

ern Christianity, but Martin Luther was seeking 

o reform the church, not split it, just like medi-

eval reformers, of which there were many. 

Other developments traditionally regarded as 

marks of modernity, such as the expansion of 

capitalism, the growth of the nation-state, or 

ncreasing interest in science and technology, 

also had earlier precedents, and their impact 

was slow in coming. Many basic social struc-

ures established before 1450 endured: most 

people lived in villages and made their living by 

arming, the family remained the primary unit of 

production and consumption, nobles remained 

e the Updated Fall 2015 AP® European History curriculum.

Begin your study of each part by 

reading the Period Opening Pages. 

They provide an overview of the 

concepts you will study in the time 

period. Then review Understanding 

AP® Themes for questions to keep in 

mind as you read.

390


Reformations and 
Religious Wars
–

Calls for reform of the Christian Church began very early in its history. Through-

out the centuries, many Christians believed that the early Christian Church represented 

a golden age, akin to the golden age of the classical past celebrated by Renaissance 

humanists. When Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the 

fourth century, many believers thought that the church had abandoned its original mis-

sion, and they called for a return to a church that was not linked to the state. Through-

out the Middle Ages, individuals and groups argued that the church had become too 

wealthy and powerful and urged monasteries, convents, bishoprics, and the papacy to 

give up their property and focus on service to the poor. Some asserted that basic teach-

ings of the church were not truly Christian and that changes were needed in theology 

as well as in institutional structures and practices. The Christian humanists of the late 

fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries such as Erasmus urged reform, primarily through 

educational and social change. What was new in the sixteenth century was the breadth 

of acceptance and the ultimate impact of the calls for reform. This acceptance was due 

not only to religious issues and problems within the church, but also to political and 

social factors. In 1500 there was one Christian Church in western Europe to which all 

Christians at least nominally belonged. One hundred years later there were many, a 

situation that continues today.    ■

The Early Reformation
What were the central ideas of the reformers, and why were they 
appealing to different social groups?

The Reformation and German Politics
How did the political situation in Germany shape the course of the 
Reformation?

The Spread of Protestant Ideas
How did Protestant ideas and institutions spread beyond  German- 
 speaking lands?

The Catholic Reformation
What reforms did the Catholic Church make, and how did it respond to 
Protestant reform movements?

Religious Violence
What were the causes and consequences of religious violence, including 
riots, wars, and  witch-hunts?

Religious Violence in Urban Life
This 1590 painting shows Catholic 

military forces, including friars in their 

robes, processing through one of the 

many towns affected by the French 

religious wars that followed the 

Reformation. (Procession of the Holy League, 

/Musée des  Beaux-  Arts, Valenciennes, France/ 

Bridgeman Images) 

C H A P T E R  P R E V I E W

As mentioned in the AP® primer, 

begin each chapter with a quick 

pre-read. Chapter Introductions 

and Previews offer an overview and 

outline where you can insert details 

as you read the chapters.
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Babylonian Captivity  The period from 1309 to 1376 when Cautiverio de Babilonia  Refiere al período comprendido entre 
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Glossary/Glosario

Afrikaners  Descendants of the Dutch settlers in the Cape 
 Colony in southern Africa. (p. 805)

anticlericalism  Opposition to the clergy. (p. 392)
appeasement  The British policy toward Germany prior to 

World War II that aimed at granting Hitler’s territorial 
demands, including western Czechoslovakia, in order to 
avoid war. (p. 926)

Arab Spring  A series of popular revolts in several countries in 
the Middle East and North Africa that sought an end to 
authoritarian, often  Western-supported regimes. (p. 1048)

Atlantic slave trade  The forced migration of Africans across the 
Atlantic for slave labor on plantations and in other industries; 
the trade reached its peak in the eighteenth century and ulti-
mately involved more than 12 million Africans. (p. 562)

Aztec Empire  A large and complex Native American civiliza-
tion in modern Mexico and Central America that possessed 
advanced mathematical, astronomical, and engineering 
technology. (p. 440)

afrikáners  Descendientes de los colonos holandeses de la 
Colonia del Cabo, en el sur de África. (pág. 805)

anticlericalismo  Oposición al clero. (pág. 392)
apaciguamiento  Política británica llevada a cabo con respecto 

a Alemania antes de la Segunda Guerra Mundial. Tenía por 
objeto hacer lugar a las demandas territoriales de Hitler para 
evitar la guerra, incluyendo el caso de Checoslovaquia. 
(pág. 926)

Primavera Árabe  Serie de manifestaciones populares de varios 
países de Oriente Medio y Norte de África, que surgieron 
para dar fin a regímenes autoritarios que, con frecuencia, 
eran respaldados por Occidente. (pág. 1048)

Comercio atlántico de esclavos  Refiere a la migración forzosa 
de africanos a través del Océano Atlántico para ser incorpo-
rados al trabajo esclavo de plantaciones y otras industrias. El 
comercio de esclavos alcanzó su apogeo en el siglo XVIII e 
involucró a doce millones de africanos. (pág. 562)

Imperio azteca  Una grande y sofisticada civilización amerin-
dia cuyos territorios abarcaban lo que hoy corresponde a 
México y Centroamérica, que contaba con avanzada tec-
nología en materia de matemáticas, astronomía e ingeniería. 
(pág. 440)

1st Pass Pages

master

  

the popes resided in Avignon rather than in Rome. The 
phrase refers to the seventy years when the Hebrews were 
held captive in Babylon. (p. 339)

Balfour Declaration A 1917 British statement that declared 
British support of a National Home for the Jewish People in 
Palestine. (p. 857)

Battle of Peterloo The army’s violent suppression of a protest 
that took place at Saint Peter’s Fields in Manchester in reac-
tion to the revision of the Corn Laws. (p. 704)

Bauhaus A German interdisciplinary school of fine and 
applied arts that brought together many leading modern 
architects, designers, and theatrical innovators. (p. 875)

Berlin Conference A meeting of European leaders held in 
1884 and 1885 in order to lay down some basic rules for 
imperialist competition in  sub-Saharan Africa. (p. 806)

Black Death Plague that first struck Europe in 1347 and killed 
perhaps  one-third of the population. (p. 325)

“Black Legend” The notion that the Spanish were particularly
ruthless and cruel in their conquest and domination of the
Americas, an idea often propagated by Spain’s rivals. (p. 458)

G-1

1309 y 1376, cuando el papado tenía su sede en Aviñón en 
vez de Roma. La frase refiere a los setenta años que los 
hebreos pasaron en cautiverio en Babilonia. (pág. 339)

Declaración Balfour Declaración formal del gobierno bri-
tánico del año 1917, que contempla favorablemente el esta-
blecimiento de Palestina como hogar nacional para el 
pueblo judío. (pág. 857)

Masacre de Peterloo Represión violenta del ejército a la pro-
testa surgida en Saint Peter’s Fields, Manchester, en reacción 
a la revisión de la Ley de Granos. (pág. 704)

Bauhaus Escuela interdisciplinaria alemana de bellas artes y 
artes aplicadas que reunió a varios de los principales arqui-
tectos, diseñadores e innovadores teatrales modernos. 
(pág. 875)

Conferencia de Berlín Reunión de líderes europeos celebrada 
en 1884 y 1885 para establecer algunas reglas básicas en la 
competencia imperialista en el África subsahariana. 
(pág. 806)

peste negra Pandemia de peste bubónica que afectó a Europa 
por primera vez en 1347 y liquidó aproximadamente a un 
tercio de la población. (pág. 325)

“leyenda negra” Argumento propagado por los rivales de 
España, que sostenía que los españoles eran especialmente 
despiadados y crueles en la conquista y dominación de 
América. (pág. 458)
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If Spanish is your first language, 
refer to the Glossary/Glosario at 
the end of the book for help with 
unfamiliar terms.

Read with a Purpose

The following features will help you read and learn about important individuals, groups, and events in 
European history since 1300. Through these tools and the narrative of the text itself, you will acquire the 
knowledge and information required for the AP® exam.

6251775–1815 World War and Republican France, 1791–1799

measure, and only half the priests of France swore 
the oath. Many sincere Christians, especially those in 
the countryside, were appalled by these changes in the 
religious order.

World War and Republican 
France, 1791–1799
FOCUS QUESTION Why and how did the French 
Revolution take a radical turn entailing terror at 
home and war with European powers?

When Louis XVI accepted the National Assembly’s 
constitution in September 1791, a young provincial 
lawyer and delegate named Maximilien Robespierre 
(1758–1794) concluded that “the Revolution is 
over.” Robespierre was right in the sense that the 
most constructive and lasting reforms were in place. 
Yet he was wrong in suggesting that turmoil had 
ended, for a much more radical stage lay ahead, one 
that would bring war with foreign powers, the decla-
ration of terror at home, and a transformation in 
France’s government.

The International Response
The outbreak of revolution in France produced great 
excitement and a sharp division of opinion in Europe 
and the United States. On the one hand, liberals and 

radicals saw a mighty triumph of liberty over despo-
tism. On the other hand, conservative leaders such as 
British statesman Edmund Burke (1729–1797) were 
intensely troubled. In 1790 Burke published Reflec-
tions on the Revolution in France, in which he de-
fended inherited privileges. He glorified Britain’s 
unrepresentative Parliament and predicted that re-
form like that occurring in France would lead only to 
chaos and tyranny.

One passionate rebuttal came from a young writer 
in London, Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797). In-
censed by Burke’s book, Wollstonecraft ( WOOL- 
 stuhn-kraft) wrote a blistering attack, A Vindication of 
the Rights of Man (1790). Two years later, she published 
her masterpiece, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
(1792). Like de Gouges in France, Wollstonecraft de-
manded equal rights for women. She also advocated 
coeducation out of the belief that it would make 
women better wives and mothers, good citizens, and 
economically independent. Considered very radical 
for the time, the book became a founding text of the 
feminist movement.

The kings and nobles of continental Europe, who 
had at first welcomed the Revolution in France as weak-
ening a competing power, now feared its impact. In 
June 1791 the royal family was arrested after a failed 
attempt to escape France. To supporters of the Revolu-
tion, the attempted flight was proof that the king was 
treacherously seeking foreign support for an invasion of 
France. To the monarchs of Austria and Prussia, the ar-
rest of a crowned monarch was unacceptable. Two 

The Women of Paris March to 
 Versailles   On October 5, 1789, 
thousands of poor Parisian women 
marched to Versailles to protest the 
price of bread. For the common 
people, the king was the baker of last 
resort, responsible for feeding his 
people during times of scarcity. The 
image of a set of scales one woman 
holds aloft (along with a loaf of bread 
stuck on the tip of her pike) symbol-
izes the crowd’s desire for justice and 
for bread to be sold at the same price 
per pound as it always had been. The 
women forced the royal family to 
return with them to live in Paris, 
rather than remain isolated from 
their subjects at court. (The Women’s March 
on Versailles in October 1789, 18 th-century French 
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what’s important.
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Toussaint L’Ouverture

them back to their plantations and restricting their ability to 

acquire land. When they resisted, he sent troops across 

the island to enforce submission. L’Ouverture’s 1801 constitu-

tion reaffirmed his draconian labor policies and named 

L’Ouverture governor for life, leaving  Saint-  Domingue as a 

colony in name alone. In June  1802 French forces arrested 

L’Ouverture and jailed him at Fort de Joux in France’s Jura 

Mountains near the Swiss border. L’Ouverture died of pneu-

monia on April 7, 1803. It was left to his lieutenant, Jean Jacques 

Dessalines, to win independence for the new Haitian nation.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. Toussaint L’Ouverture was both slave and slave owner. 

How did each experience shape his life and actions?

2. What did Toussaint L’Ouverture and Napoleon Bonaparte 

have in common? How did they differ?

L
ittle is known of the early life of  Saint-  Domingue’s bril-

liant military and political leader Toussaint L’Ouverture. 

He was born in 1743 on a plantation outside Le Cap 

owned by the Count de Bréda. According to tradition, 

L’Ouverture was the eldest son of a captured African prince 

from  modern-  day Benin. Toussaint Bréda, as he was then 

called, occupied a privileged position among slaves. Instead 

of performing backbreaking labor in the fields, he served his 

master as a coachman and livestock keeper. He also learned 

to read and write French and some Latin, but he was always 

more comfortable with the Creole dialect.

During the 1770s the plantation manager emancipated 

L’Ouverture, who subsequently leased his own small coffee 

plantation and slaves. He married Suzanne Simone, who al-

ready had one son, and the couple had another son during 

their marriage. In 1791 he joined the slave uprisings that swept 

 Saint-  Domingue, and he took on the nom de guerre (war 

name) “L’Ouverture,” meaning “the opening.” L’Ouverture rose 

to prominence among rebel slaves allied with Spain and by 

early 1794 controlled his own army. A devout Catholic who led 

a frugal and ascetic life, L’Ouverture impressed others with his 

enormous physical energy, intellectual acumen, and air of 

mystery. In 1794 he defected to the French side and led his 

troops to a series of victories against the Spanish. In 1795 the 

National Convention promoted L’Ouverture to brigadier 

general.

Over the next three years L’Ouverture successively elimi-

nated rivals for authority on the island. First he freed himself 

of the French commissioners sent to govern the colony. With 

a firm grip on power in the northern province, L’Ouverture 

defeated General André Rigaud in 1800 to gain control in the 

south. His army then marched on the capital of Spanish Santo 

Domingo on the eastern half of the island, meeting little re-

sistance. The entire island of Hispaniola was now under his 

command.

With control of  Saint-  Domingue in his hands, L’Ouverture 

was confronted with the challenge of building a  post- 

 emancipation society, the first of its kind. The task was made 

even more difficult by the chaos wreaked by war, the destruc-

tion of plantations, and bitter social and racial tensions. For 

L’Ouverture the most pressing concern was to  re-  establish 

the plantation economy. Without revenue to pay his army, 

the gains of the rebellion could be lost. He therefore encour-

aged white planters to return to reclaim their property. He 

also adopted harsh policies toward former slaves, forcing 

INDIVIDUALS IN SOCIETY

Equestrian portrait of Toussaint L’Ouverture. (© Photos 12/

Alamy Stock Photo)

Read Individuals in Society features 

for biographical essays of individuals, 

both famous and obscure, some of 

whom may appear on your AP® exam.
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LIVING IN THE PAST

T
 he French Revolution brought sweeping political and 

social change to France, removing one of the oldest 

monarchies in Europe in favor of  broad-  based represen-

tative government and eliminating  age-  old distinctions 

between nobles and commoners. Revolutionaries feared, 

however, that these measures were not enough to transform 

the nation. They therefore undertook a parallel revolution of 

culture intended to purify and regenerate the French people 

and turn former royal subjects into patriotic citizens capable 

of realizing the dream of liberty, equality, and fraternity.

To bring about cultural revolution, officials of the new re-

public targeted the most fundamental elements of daily life: 

the experience of space and time. Prior to the Revolution, re-

gions of France had their own systems of measurement, 

meaning that the length of an inch or the weight of a pound 

differed substantially across the realm. Disgusted with the in-

efficiency of this state of affairs and determined to impose 

national unity, the government adopted the  decimal-  based 

metric system first proposed in 1670. The length of the 

meter was scientifically set at one  ten-  millionth of the 

distance from the pole to the equator. Henceforth 

all French citizens would inhabit spaces that 

were measured and  divided in the same way.

The government attempted a simi-

lar rationalization of the calendar. 

Instead of twelve months of vary-

ing lengths, each of the twelve 

months on the new revolution-

ary calendar was made up of 

three  ten-  day weeks, with a 

A Revolution of Culture and Daily Life

 five-   or  six-  day interval at the end of each year. To mark the 

total rebirth of time, the new calendar began at Year 1 on the 

day of the foun dation of the French republic (September 22, 

1792). A series of festivals with patriotic themes replaced the 

traditional Catholic feast days. One of the most important 

was the festival of the Cult of the Supreme Being (a form of 

deism promoted by Robespierre as the state religion). There 

was even a  short-  lived attempt to put the clock on a decimal 

system.

Cultural revolution also took on more concrete forms. 

Every citizen was required to wear a tricolor cockade on his 

or her hat to symbolize loyalty to the republic. Enterprising 

merchants sold a plethora of everyday goods with revolu-

tionary themes. One could eat from revolutionary plates, 

drink from revolutionary mugs, waft revolutionary fans, and 

even decorate the home with revolutionary wallpaper. Living 

the French Revolution meant entering a whole new world of 

sense and experience.

Plate showing a festival of the Cult  
of the Supreme Being.  
(Musée de la Ville de Paris, Musée Carnavalet, Paris,  

France/Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)
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Examine the objects and images in 

Living in the Past and read the 

discussion to gain insight into how 

life in the past was both similar to and 

different from our lives today.
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Think Like a Historian

As you become acquainted with the people, groups, and events of European history, you can start applying 

your knowledge. The following tools will help you analyze what you’ve learned and create your own 

arguments based upon evidence.

ones: asking for forgiveness, praying, trusting in God, 
making donations to churches, and trying to live bet-
ter lives. John VI Kantakouzenos reported that in 
Constantinople, “many of the sick turned to better 
things in their minds . . .  they abstained from all vice 
during that time and they lived virtuously; many 
divided their property among the poor, even before 
they were  attacked by the disease.”4 In Muslim areas, 
religious leaders urged virtuous living in the face of 
death: give to the poor, reconcile with your enemies, 
free your slaves, and say a proper  good-  bye to your 
friends and family.

Dates Current h1 Head 331

Dance of Death
In this  fifteenth-  century fresco from a tiny church in Croatia, skeletons lead people from all 
social classes in a procession.

EVIDENCE HEAD NUMBEREVALUATING THE EVIDENCE  11.1

(Ronald Sheridan/Ancient Art & Architecture Ltd.)

(Fresco, 1475, Chapel of Our Lady of the Rocks, Croatia/Stuart Black/© Robert Harding World Imagery/Alamy Stock Photo)

EVALUATE THE EVIDENCE

1. Based on their clothing and the objects they are carrying, who are the people shown in the 

fresco? What does this suggest was the artist’s message about death?

2. Paintings such as this clearly provide evidence of the preoccupation with death in this era, 

but does this work highlight other social issues as well? If so, what are they?

for peasants in rural areas and for artisans in towns 
and cities.

The plague also had effects on religious practices. 
Despite Boccaccio’s comments about family members’ 
coldness, people were saddened by the loss of their 
loved ones, especially their children. Not surprisingly, 
some people sought release from the devastating afflic-
tion in wild living, but more became more deeply 
pious. Rather than seeing the plague as a medical 
issue, they interpreted it as the result of an evil within 
 themselves. God must be punishing them for terrible 
sins, they thought, so the best remedies were religious 

331

Pay close attention to Evaluating 

the Evidence. The guided questions 

included with these visual and written 

sources help you hone your AP® 

historical thinking skills by examining 

one or two sources at a time. This is 

an important skill for learning history 

and succeeding on the AP® exam.

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE

1. According to these sources, what should people learn? Why should they learn?

2. Renaissance humanism has sometimes been viewed as opposed to religion, especially to 

the teachings of the Catholic Church at the time. Do these sources support this idea?

3. How are the programs of study recommended for men and women similar? How and why 

are they different?

4. How does the gender of the author shape his or her ideas about the human capacity for 

reason and learning?

Humanist 
Learning

Renaissance humanists 

wrote often and forcefully 

about education, and 

learning was also a subject 

of artistic works shaped by 

humanist ideas. What did 

humanists see as the best 

course of study and the 

purpose of education, and 

how were these different 

for men and women?

1 Peter Paul Vergerius, letter to Ubertinus 

of Padua, 1392. The Venetian scholar 

and church official Vergerius (1370–1445) 

advises the son of the ruler of Padua about 

the proper education for men.

� We call those studies liberal which are worthy 

of a free man; those studies by which we attain and 

practise virtue and wisdom; that education which 

calls forth, trains and develops those highest gifts 

of body and of mind which ennoble men, and 

which are rightly judged to rank next in dignity to 

virtue only. . . . Amongst these I accord the first 

place to History, on grounds both of its attractive-

ness and of its utility, qualities which appeal 

equally to the scholar and to the statesman. Next 

in importance ranks Moral Philosophy, which in-

deed is, in a peculiar sense, a “Liberal Art,” in that 

its purpose is to teach men the secret of true free-

dom. History, then, gives us the concrete examples 

of the precepts inculcated by philosophy. The one 

shews what men should do, the other what men 

have said and done in the past, and what practical 

lessons we may draw therefrom for the present day. 

I would indicate as the third main branch of study, 

Eloquence, which indeed holds a place of distinc-

tion amongst the refined Arts. By philosophy we 

learn the essential truth of things, which by elo-

quence we so exhibit in orderly adornment as to 

bring conviction to differing minds. And history 

provides the light of experience — a cumulative 

wisdom fit to supplement the force of reason and 

the persuasion of eloquence. For we allow that 

soundness of judgment, wisdom of speech, integ-

rity of conduct are the marks of a truly liberal 

temper.

2 Leonardo Bruni, letter to Lady Baptista 

Malatesta, ca. 1405. The Florentine 

humanist and city official Leonardo Bruni 

advises the daughter of the duke of Urbino 

about the proper education for women.

� There are certain subjects in which, whilst a 

modest proficiency is on all accounts to be desired, 

a minute knowledge and excessive devotion seem 

to be a vain display. For instance, subtleties of 

Arithmetic and Geometry are not worthy to ab-

sorb a cultivated mind, and the same must be said 

of Astrology. You will be surprised to find me sug-

gesting (though with much more hesitation) that 

the great and complex art of Rhetoric should be 

placed in the same category. My chief reason is the 

obvious one, that I have in view the cultivation 

most fitting to a woman. To her neither the intri-

cacies of debate nor the oratorical artifices of ac-

tion and delivery are of the least practical use, if 

indeed they are not positively unbecoming. Rheto-

ric in all its forms — public discussion, forensic 

argument, logical fence, and the like — lies abso-

lutely outside the province of woman. What Disci-

plines then are properly open to her? In the first 

place she has before her, as a subject peculiarly her 

own, the whole field of religion and morals. The 

literature of the Church will thus claim her earnest 

study. . . . Moreover, the cultivated Christian lady 

has no need in the study of this weighty subject to 

confine herself to ecclesiastical writers. Morals, in-

deed, have been treated of by the noblest intellects 

of Greece and Rome. [Then] I place History: a 

subject which must not on any account be ne-

glected by one who aspires to true cultivation. For 

it is our duty to understand the origins of our own 

history and its development; and the achievements 

of Peoples and of Kings.

THINKING LIKE A HISTORIAN
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

Using the sources above, along with what you have learned in class and in this chapter, write a 

short essay that analyzes humanist learning. What were the goals and purposes of humanist 

education, and how were these different for men and women? How did these differences reflect 

Renaissance society more generally?

Sources: (1, 2) W. H. Woodward, ed. and trans., Vittorino da Feltre and Other Humanist Educators (London: Cambridge University Press, 1897), pp. 102, 106–107, 

126–127; (4) Translated by Mary Martin McLaughlin, in The Portable Renaissance Reader, edited by James Bruce Ross and Mary Martin McLaughlin, copyright 

1953, 1968, renewed © 1981 by Penguin Random House LLC. Used by permission of Viking Books, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin 

Random House LLC;  (5) Cassandra Fedele, Letters and Orations, ed. and trans. Diana Robin. Copyright © 2000 by The University of Chicago Press. All rights 

reserved. Used with permission of the publisher.

4 Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, “Oration on 

the Dignity of Man,” 1486. Pico, the brilliant 

son of an Italian count and protégé of Lorenzo 

de’ Medici, wrote an impassioned summary 

of human capacities for learning that ends 

with this.

� O sublime generosity of God the Father! O high-

est and most wonderful felicity of man! To him it was 

granted to have what he chooses, to be what he wills. 

At the moment when they are born, beasts bring with 

them from their mother’s womb, as Lucilius [the classi-

cal Roman author] says, whatever they shall possess. 

From the beginning or soon afterwards, the highest 

spiritual beings have been what they are to be for all 

eternity. When man came into life, the Father endowed 

him with all kinds of seeds and the germs of every way 

of life. Whatever seeds each man cultivates will grow 

and bear fruit in him. If these seeds are vegetative, he 

will be like a plant; if they are sensitive, he will become 

like the beasts; if they are rational, he will become like 

a heavenly creature; if intellectual, he will be an angel 

and a son of God. And if, content with the lot of no 

created being, he withdraws into the centre of his own 

oneness, his spirit, made one with God in the solitary 

darkness of the Father, which is above all things, will 

surpass all things. Who then will not wonder at this 

chameleon of ours, or who could wonder more greatly 

at anything else?

3 Luca della Robbia, Grammar, 

1437–1439.  In this hexagonal 

panel made for the bell tower of 

the cathedral of Florence, Luca 

della Robbia conveys ideas about 

the course and goals of learning 

with the open classical door in the 

background.

(Grammar, 1437–1439, marble by Luca della 

Robbia [1401–1482]/Museo Opera del Duomo, 

Florence, Italy/De Agostini/Getty Images)

5 Cassandra Fedele, “Oration on Learning,” 1487. The Venetian 

Cassandra Fedele (1465–1558), the best-known female scholar of her 

time, gave an oration in Latin at the University of Padua in honor of 

her (male) cousin’s graduation.

� I shall speak very briefly on the study of the liberal arts, which for humans 

is useful and honorable, pleasurable and enlightening since everyone, not only 

philosophers but also the most ignorant man, knows and admits that it is by 

reason that man is separated from beasts. For what is it that so greatly helps both 

the learned and the ignorant? What so enlarges and enlightens men’s minds the 

way that an education in and knowledge of literature and the liberal arts do? 

. . . But erudite men who are filled with the knowledge of divine and human 

things turn all their thoughts and considerations toward reason as though toward 

a target, and free their minds from all pain, though plagued by many anxieties. 

These men are scarcely subjected to fortune’s innumerable arrows and they pre-

pare themselves to live well and in happiness. They follow reason as their leader 

in all things; nor do they consider themselves only, but they are also accustomed 

to assisting others with their energy and advice in matters public and pri-

vate. . . . The study of literature refines men’s minds, forms and makes bright the 

power of reason, and washes away all stains from the mind, or at any rate, greatly 

cleanses it. . . . States, however, and their princes who foster and cultivate these 

studies become more humane, more gracious, and more noble. . . . But enough on 

the utility of literature since it produces not only an outcome that is rich, pre-

cious, and sublime, but also provides one with advantages that are extremely 

pleasurable, fruitful, and lasting — benefits that I myself have enjoyed. And when 

I meditate on the idea of marching forth in life with the lowly and execrable 

weapons of the little woman — the needle and the distaff [the rod onto which 

yarn is wound after spinning] — even if the study of literature offers women no 

rewards or honors, I believe women must nonetheless pursue and embrace such 

studies alone for the pleasure and enjoyment they contain.
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Practice Thinking Like a 

Historian in each chapter. 

This important feature offers 

practice for the comprehensive 

Document-Based Question on the 

AP® exam. Questions included 

with this feature help you analyze 

the evidence and develop your 

argument.
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Practice for the AP® Exam

Use the following tools in this course and on the AP® European History exam.
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liberty, equality, and fraternity must apply to all people. 
The next phase of Atlantic revolution soon opened in 
the Spanish American colonies.

NOTES
 . Quoted in G. Wright, France in Modern Times, th ed. 

(New York: W. W. Norton, ), p. .

 . G. Pernoud and S. Flaisser, eds., The French Revolution (Greenwich, 

Conn.: Fawcett, ), p. .

 . Quoted in L. Gershoy, The Era of the French Revolution, – 

(New York: Van Nostrand, ), p. .

 . Quoted in Wim Klooster, Revolutions in the Atlantic World: A Com-

prehensive History (New York: New York University Press, ), p. .

 . T. Blanning, The French Revolutionary Wars, – (London: 

Arnold, ), pp. –.

 . D. Sutherland, France, –: Revolution and Counterrevolu-

tion (New York: Oxford University Press, ), p. .

 . John K. Thornton, “‘I Am the Subject of the King of Congo’: Afri-

can Political Ideology and the Haitian Revolution,” Journal of 

World History , no.  (Fall ): –.

 . Laurent Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian 

Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, ), pp. –, 

–.

 . Quoted ibid., p. .

Dessalines formally declared the independence of  Saint- 
 Domingue and the creation of the new  sovereign nation 
of Haiti, the name used by the  pre-  Columbian inhabi-
tants of the island. The Haitian constitution was ratified 
in 1805.

Haiti, the second independent state in the Americas 
and the first in Latin America, was born from the first 
successful  large-  scale slave revolt in history. This event 
spread shock and fear through slaveholding societies in 
the Caribbean and the United States, bringing to life 
their worst nightmares of the utter reversal of their 
power and privilege. Fearing the spread of rebellion to 
the United States, President Thomas Jefferson refused 
to recognize Haiti as an independent nation. The lib-
eral proponents of American revolution thus chose to 
protect slavery at the expense of revolutionary ideals of 
universal human rights. The French government im-
posed crushing indemnity charges on Haiti to recom-
pense the loss of French property, dealing a harsh blow 
to the fledgling nation’s economy.

Yet Haitian independence had fundamental reper-
cussions for world history, helping spread the idea that 

LO O K I N G BACK LO O K I N G AH E AD

A great revolutionary wave swept both sides of the Atlantic Ocean in the late eighteenth 

century. The revolutions in British North America, France, and Haiti were individual and 

unique, but they had common origins and consequences for Western and, indeed, world 

history. Despite the French monarchy’s ongoing claims to the absolutist rule imposed by 

Louis XIV, the eighteenth century had inaugurated monumental changes, as population 

grew, urbanization spread, and literacy increased. Enlightenment ideals, especially those 

of John Locke and the baron de Montesquieu, influenced all orders of society, and 

reformers increasingly championed limiting monarchical authority in the name of popular 

sovereignty.

The Atlantic world was the essential context for this age of revolutions. The movement 

of peoples, commodities, and ideas across the Atlantic Ocean in the eighteenth century 

created a world of common debates, conflicts, and aspirations. Moreover, the high stakes of 

colonial empire heightened competition among European states, leading to a series of wars 

that generated crushing costs for overburdened treasuries. For both the British in their 

North American colonies and the French at home, the desperate need for new taxes 

weakened government authority and opened the door to revolution. In turn, the ideals of 

the French Revolution inspired slaves and free people of color in  Saint-  Domingue, thus 

opening the promise of liberty, equality, and fraternity to people of all races.

The chain reaction did not end with the birth of an independent Haiti in 1804. On the 

European continent throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, periodic 

convulsions occurred as successive generations struggled over political rights first proclaimed 

1775–1815 Looking Back / Looking Ahead

646 CHAPTER   | Revolutions in Politics 

Review the chapter you just read and 

prepare for the next with Looking 

Back, Looking Ahead. This feature 

is more than simple summaries. It 

provides an interpretation of the 

chapter’s main developments while 

introducing upcoming events, so you 

can see history as an ongoing process of 

interrelated events, just as historians do.

1775–1815

by the generation of 1789. Meanwhile, as dramatic political events unfolded, a parallel economic 

revolution was gathering steam. This was the Industrial Revolution, originating around 1780 and 

accelerating through the end of the eighteenth century (see Chapter 20). After 1815 the twin forces 

of industrialization and democratization would combine to transform Europe and the world.

Make Connections

Think about the larger developments and continuities within and across chapters.

1. What were major differences and similarities among the American, French, and Haitian

Revolutions?

2. How did the increased circulation of goods, people, and ideas across the Atlantic in the 

eighteenth century (Chapter 17) contribute to the outbreak of revolution on both sides  

of the ocean?

3. To what extent would you characterize the revolutions discussed in this chapter as 

Enlightenment movements (Chapter 16)?

  R E V I E W & E X P LO R E
Identify Key Terms
Identify and explain the significance of each item below.

Estates General (p. 620)

estates (p. 620)

National Assembly (p. 621)

Great Fear (p. 623)

Jacobin Club (p. 628)

second revolution (p. 629)

Girondists (p. 629)

the Mountain (p. 629)

 sans-  culottes (p. 629)

Reign of Terror (p. 631)

Thermidorian reaction (p. 634)

Napoleonic Code (p. 636)

Grand Empire (p. 637)

Continental System (p.637)

Review the Main Ideas
Answer the focus questions from each section of the chapter.

 ◆ What were the factors leading to the revolutions of the late eighteenth century? (p. 612)

 ◆ Why and how did American colonists forge a new, independent nation? (p. 615)

 ◆ How did the events of 1789 result in a constitutional monarchy in France, and what were 

the consequences? (p. 619)

 ◆ Why and how did the French Revolution take a radical turn entailing terror at home and 

war with European powers? (p. 625)

 ◆ How did Napoleon Bonaparte assume control of France and much of Europe, and what 

factors led to his downfall? (p. 635)

 ◆ How did slave revolt on colonial  Saint-  Domingue lead to the creation of the independent 

nation of Haiti in 1804? (p. 640)

Finally, answer the questions at 

the end of the chapter. The Make 

Connections and Review the 

Main Ideas questions ask you to 

assess larger developments across 

chapters, which requires you to 

build your historical thinking skills in 

the areas in which you will be tested 

on the AP® exam.
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Advice for Responding to a Document-Based Question

do. Make sure you respond to each aspect of the question. In your response, be 

sure to do the following:

 State Your Thesis Clearly   
Present an argument in the form of a thesis statement. Your thesis should address 

that examines relationships 

 the author’s purpose, the 

ur documents.

processes that are immediately 

ond those in the provided 

g connections between your 

  A theme in European history that is relevant to but not the focus of your essay 

(such as political, economic, social, or cultural history).

politics, art history, or anthropology).

Advice for Responding to a Long-Essay Question

do. Make sure you respond to each aspect of the question. In your response, be 

sure to do the following:

  State Your Thesis Clearly   
Present an argument in the form of a thesis statement. Your thesis should address 

the conclusion of your essay.

  Apply Historical Thinking Skills   

skills being assessed.

  Support Your Argument with Evidence  

  Expand Your Argument Through Synthesis  
Extend your argument by introducing and explaining connections between your 

argument and one of the following: 

geographic region. 

  An AP® theme that is relevant to but not the focus of your essay (such as political, 

economic, social, or cultural history).

politics, art history, or anthropology).

in the introduction or the conclusion of your essay.

  Develop Your Argument  
Develop and support a clear and cohesive argument 

  Use Your Documents
Use all but one of the provided documents.

  Consider Your Sources   
Explain the implications of the author’s point of view,

historical context, and/or the audience for at least fo

  Put Your Argument in Context
Explain relevant historical events, developments, or 

relevant to the question.

  Introduce New Evidence    
Provide at least one additional piece of evidence bey

  Expand Your Thesis Through Synthesis    
Extend your argument by introducing and explainin

argument and one of the following: 

geographic region. 

DDeevveelolop Yp Yp ooYYYY ur Aur Argrggumeumenntt  
Develop and support a clear and cohesive argu

Use Your DocYY uments 
Use all but one of the provided documents.

Consider YoYY ur Sources  
Explain the implications of the author’s point o

historical context, and/o// r the audience for at le

Put Your AYY rgument in Context
Explain relevant historical events, developmen

relevant to the question.

Introduce New Evidence   
Provide at least one additional piece of eviden

Expand YouYY r Thesis Through Syntheesssis  
Extend your argument by introducing and exp

argument and one of the folff lowing:

geographic region

To build your thought processes, 

writing skills, and exam readiness, 

use the Advice Pages on the 

inside back cover of this text. These 

questions will also help you answer 

Thinking Like a Historian and 

Make Connections questions.
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In this text, you will find two different abbreviations for the word circa. Circa means 

“around” or “approximately” when referring to a date. The authors use ca. uniformly 

throughout their narrative and in chapter titles (such as Chapter 15). The College Board 

uses c. in the AP® European History Curriculum Framework, so you will see c. in the 

period-opening titles. Don’t be confused — ca. and c. mean the same thing. 
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 Pages 464-a to 464-f reference the Updated Fall 2015 AP® European History curriculum. 

The second part of the early modern 

period stretches from the Peace of 

Westphalia in 1648 to the Con

gress of Vienna in 1814–1815, two multina

tional agreements in which diplomats sought 

first to create and then to restore a balance of 

power in which no one nation became too 

strong. During this period, all states in Europe 

shared common projects of protecting and 

expanding their frontiers, raising new taxes, 

consolidating central control, competing for 

new colonies opening up in the New and Old 

Worlds, and expanding their share of an 

increasingly worldwide commercial network. 

Natural and human-made products from 

around the world flowed into Europe, and by 

the end of the eighteenth century people in cit

ies who were not especially well-off could 

afford imported sugar, tea, coffee, and tobacco, 

as well as the cups, pipes, pots, and other 

household goods to make and consume these. 

The houses of nobles and wealthy mer

chants were lavish and immense, with sepa

rate rooms where each family member could 

find privacy from servants and from each other. 

The homes of artisans were much plainer, and 

the poor were crammed into attics and cellars, 

but even artisans and servants could afford 

parasols and pocket watches, and an occa

sional visit to a café to read newspapers and 

discuss current issues. Among these issues 

were ideas about rationalism, progress, and 

values that both challenged and bolstered 

existing hierarchies. The countryside outside 

of cities changed far less. There traditions, 

customs, and ideas were still taught through 

the spoken word; stories and songs were 

shared orally; and natural, supernatural, and 

human-produced miseries were feared. 

Wars in Europe were fought no longer for 

religion, but instead for political power, though 

this did not make them any less frequent, and 

the armies that fought them were larger and 

better equipped. Expanding wealth, much of it 

from colonial empires, allowed some individu

als and some families to increase their social 

stature, but generally did not upset a hierarchy 

in which being born noble was the best assur

ance of power and prosperity. Only at the very 

end of this period would economic, political, 

and social grievances, combined with new 

ideas about reason and freedom, lead to revo

lutions, first in North America, then in France, 

and then in what became Haiti. ■ 
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CONCEPT 2.1  

Absolutism, Constitutionalism, and Revolution 

In many states of Europe, absolutism emerged 

in the seventeenth century as the solution to 

economic stagnation and political disorder. Kings 

in some countries, such as France, Spain, Austria, 

and Prussia, claimed exclusive, absolute power, 

though in reality they often worked with nobles 

to achieve their aims. To meet the demands of 

running their expanding governments, rulers 

turned to trusted ministers, though they also 

asserted that they were responsible to God alone 

and that no other institution or group had the 

right to check their power. In central and eastern 

Europe, some rulers made legal, religious, and 

economic reforms that they hoped would 

improve society, inspired by new ideas about 

reason and progress that emerged with the 

Enlightenment. A small minority of states 

adopted a different path, placing sovereignty in 

the hands of privileged groups rather than the 

Crown, a form of government historians refer 

to as “constitutionalism.” In England disputes 

between the monarch and various elite groups 

over royal claims to power led to a civil war and 

ultimately to a constitutional monarchy, while in 

the Netherlands the Dutch established a republic 

that saw amazing commercial prosperity. 

Conflict among various European powers 

over both domestic and colonial affairs led to a 

series of wars, culminating in the Seven Years’ 

War (1756–1763), in which the battlefields 

stretched from central Europe to India to North 

America, pitting a new alliance of England and 

Prussia against France and Austria. In the 

aftermath of the war, both British and French 

governments had to raise taxes, which led to a 

revolt of the British colonies in North America 

and their eventual independence, and was one 

of the factors leading to the French Revolution, 

which toppled the monarchy. France established 

first a constitutional monarchy, then a radical 

republic, and finally a new empire under 

Napoleon, though this event sparked the growth 

of reactive nationalism, which led to his defeat. 

French armies violently exported revolution 

beyond the nation’s borders, and, inspired by 

revolutionary ideals and by their own experiences 

and desires, slaves in the French colony of 

Saint-Domingue rose up, eventually forming 

the new nation of Haiti. (Pages 464–500, 532–538, 

610–645) 
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CONCEPT 2.2 

The Expansion of the European Economy 

For most people in this period, life remained a struggle with poverty and uncertainty, with 

seldom enough good food, warm clothing, or decent housing despite hard work. Yet the 

economic basis of European life was beginning to change as the European economy re

sponded to challenges and began to expand once again. Population resumed its growth, while 

colonial empires extended and developed. Some areas were more fortunate than others. The 

rising Atlantic powers — the Dutch Republic, France, and above all England — and their 

colonies led the way. New developments in agricultural technology and methods gradually 

increased the food supply and brought an end to the ravages of hunger in western Europe. 

A rising rural population led to the growth of cottage industry, in which poor peasants and 

laborers manufactured goods for the market in a “putting-out” system organized by merchant 

capitalists. The growth of this market economy was further aided by new financial institutions 

that allowed investment at lower risk. 

The expansion of agriculture, industry, and population in Europe was accompanied by 

an increase in world trade. Spain and Portugal revitalized their colonial empires and, together 

with the countries of northwestern Europe, created a fairly unified Atlantic economy that 

provided remarkable opportunities for them and their colonists. Mercantilist economic 

policies, aimed at creating favorable balances of foreign trade and increasing the power of 

the state, led to a series of wars as countries vied for influence. At the core of the Atlantic 

economy were the misery and profit of the Atlantic slave trade, in which millions of Africans 

were enslaved and shipped across the Atlantic to work in plantation agriculture producing 

consumer goods such as sugar, tobacco, and cotton. Commodities imported from abroad and 

new crops introduced from the Americas became dietary staples for people of all social classes 

in western Europe, contributing to a new consumer culture that made working people in 

Europe increasingly dependent on faraway colonial economies and enslaved labor.  

(Pages 542–571) 
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CONCEPT 2.3 

Reason, Progress, and the Emotions 

In the seventeenth century fundamentally new 

ways of understanding the natural world emerged, 

as natural philosophers performed experiments and 

applied sophisticated mathematics in their search 

for precise knowledge of the physical world. In the 

eighteenth century philosophers extended the use 

of reason from the study of nature to the study of 

human society. They sought to bring the light of 

reason to bear on the darkness of prejudice, 

outmoded traditions, and ignorance, challenging 

traditional values, which were also being challenged 

by Europe’s increased contacts with the wider 

world. Self-proclaimed members of an “Enlighten

ment” movement, they wished to bring the same 

progress to human affairs that their predecessors 

had brought to the understanding of the natural 

world, and created concepts of human rights, 

equality, universalism, and tolerance. 

At the same time, some people used their new 

understanding of nature and reason to proclaim 

their own superiority, thus rationalizing such 

attitudes as racism and sexism. A series of new  

institutions and practices encouraged the spread 

of enlightened ideas, including the increased 

production and consumption of books, conversa-

tional spaces such as salons and coffeehouses, and 

newspapers, all of which played a role in the 

creation of a “public sphere,” an idealized intellec

tual space in which the public came together to 

discuss important issues. Enlightenment ideals of 

progress, freedom, and the individual were applied 

to the economy by thinkers who advocated free 

trade and competition in what became known 
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as economic liberalism, and to politics by thinkers 

who argued that sovereignty lies in the people, or at 

least the people who own property. Some Enlight

enment thinkers challenged organized religion and 

Christian theology, and argued for religious 

toleration, a policy adopted by several European 

countries toward the end of the eighteenth century. 

For most people, however, religious faith remained 

important, and there were vigorous religious 

renewal movements in both Protestant and 

Catholic lands that emphasized the importance of 

the emotions, moral living, and individual piety. 

In the early nineteenth century some writers, 

artists, and composers also broke with the Enlight

enment emphasis on reason to create Romanticism, 

a movement characterized by emotional exuber

ance, unrestrained imagination, and a fascination 

with nature and the exotic. (Pages 513–538, 557–559, 

596–601, 697–703) 

CONCEPT 2.4 

Population, Prosperity, and Poverty 

Traditional habits and practices of daily life 

changed considerably over the eighteenth century 

as a result of population growth, economic 

expansion, and ferocious political competition 

at home and abroad. In the seventeenth century 

unusually cold and wet weather, disease, and war 

led to stable or declining population levels, but in 

the eighteenth century the population of Europe 

began to grow markedly, largely as the result of the 

disappearance of the plague, public health measures 

such as sewage systems, better transportation 

systems that lessened the impact of local crop 

failures, and nutritious new foods, such as the 

potato. In western Europe, people tended to delay 

marriage until they could start an independent 

household, but they then had a number of children 
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in rapid succession. Family and community ingly derived their self-identities. Changes in 

pressure had controlled premarital sex in village outward appearance were reflected in inner spaces, 

society, and when young people migrated to cities as new attitudes toward privacy and intimate life 

in search of employment, the rate of births out also emerged, and people erected walls within 

of wedlock increased sharply. Child mortality homes to create rooms with specialized functions 

generally remained high, but for those children and personalized décor, set out individual plates for 

who survived, new Enlightenment ideals stressed each person, and emphasized personal cleanliness 

the importance of parental nurturing, and elemen- and hygiene. The new consumer goods were not 

tary education outside the home gradually became enjoyed by all, however. Many migrants to the 

more available. This led to an increase in literacy, cities remained poor, reliant on casual labor, 

which promoted the development of popular prostitution, and crime to make ends meet, and 

literature, and individual reading became a pastime. subject to increasing surveillance and punishment, 

Towns and cities offered a wide range of amuse- while poor rural residents — the vast majority of 

ments to the many people who migrated there in the European population — continued to eat, 

search of work, including spectator sports, theaters, drink, wear, and use primarily products made 

gardens, and cafés, as well as consumer goods from locally, and not many of these. (Pages 548–551, 

around the world, through which people increas- 574–605) 

Understanding AP® Themes in Period Two 

1. 	 How did rulers in western and eastern Europe transform their nations into
powerful monarchies? (INT, OS, SP, IS) 

2. 	 How were the expansion of the market economy and production in Europe
and the growth of world trade in commodities and human beings related to
one another? (INT, PP, SP, IS) 

3. 	 What new ideas about society and human relations developed in this period,
and what new practices and institutions enabled these ideas to take hold?
(INT, PP, OS, SP, IS) 

4. 	 How did increasing literacy, a growing population, and new patterns of 

consumption and culture affect people’s lives in their families and communi
ties? (PP, OS, IS)
 

5. 	 What led to the wave of political revolutions in the Atlantic world in the late 

eighteenth century, and what were the consequences? (INT, PP, OS, SP, IS)
 

THEME ABBREVIATIONS 

INT Interaction  of Europe  
and  the  World 

PP Poverty and Prosperity  

OS Objective Knowledge 

and  Subjective Visions

SP States and  Other  
Institutions  of Power

IS Individual and  Society 
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15 
Absolutism and  
Constitutionalism 
ca. 1589 – 1725 

The seventeenth century was a period of crisis  and transformation in

Europe. Agricultural and manufacturing slumps led to food shortages and shrinking 

population rates. Religious and dynastic conflicts led to almost constant war, visiting 

violence and destruction on ordinary people and reshaping European states. With Louis 

XIV of France taking the lead, armies grew larger than they had been since the time of 

the Roman Empire, resulting in new government bureaucracies and higher taxes. Yet 

even with these obstacles, European states succeeded in gathering more power, and by 

1680 much of the unrest that originated with the Reformation was resolved. 

These crises were not limited to western Europe. Central and eastern Europe expe

rienced even more catastrophic dislocation, with German lands serving as the battle

ground of the Thirty Years’ War and borders constantly vulnerable to attack from the 

east. In Prussia and in Habsburg Austria absolutist states emerged in the aftermath of 

this conflict. Russia and the Ottoman Turks also experienced turmoil in the  mid-

seventeenth century, but maintained their distinctive styles of absolutist government. 

The Russian and Ottoman Empires seemed foreign and exotic to western Europeans, 

who saw them as far removed from their political, religious, and cultural values. 

While absolutism emerged as the solution to crisis in many European states, a 

small minority adopted a different path, placing sovereignty in the hands of privileged 

groups rather than the Crown. Historians refer to states where executive power was 

limited by law as “constitutional.” The two most important  seventeenth- century consti

tutionalist states were England and the Dutch Republic. Constitutionalism should not 

be confused with democracy. The elite rulers of England and the Dutch Republic pursued 

the same policies as absolute monarchs: increased taxation, government authority, and 

social control. Nonetheless, they served as influential models to onlookers across 

Europe as forms of government that checked the power of a single ruler. ■ 
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CH AP T E R  PR E V I EW 

 Seventeenth-  Century Crisis and Rebuilding 
What  were  the  common  crises  and  achievements  of seventeenth-  century  
European  states? 

Absolutism in France and Spain 
What factors  led  to  the  rise  of the French  absolutist  state  under Louis  
XIV,  and  why  did  absolutist Spain  experience  decline  in  the  same  period? 

Absolutism in Austria and Prussia 
What  were  the  social  conditions  of eastern Europe,  and  how  did  the  
rulers  of Austria  and  Prussia  transform  their  nations  into  powerful  
absolutist  monarchies? 

The Development of Russia and the Ottoman  Empire 
What  were  the  distinctive features  of Russian  and Ottoman  absolutism? 

Constitutional Rule in England and the Dutch Republic 
Why  and  how  did  the  constitutional  state  triumph  in  the Dutch  
Republic  and England? 

Life at the French Royal Court 

King Louis XIV receives  foreign   

ambassadors  to celebrate a peace   

treaty. The king grandly  occupied the 

center  of his court, which in turn 

served as  the pinnacle for  the French 

people and, at  the height  of his glory, 

for all of Europe. (By Charles Le Brun   

[1619–1690], 1678/Museum of Fine  Arts, Budapest,   

Hungary/Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)  
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466 ca. 1589 – 1725 CHAPTER 15   |  Absolutism and Constitutionalism  

Seventeenth-  Century  

Crisis and Rebuilding
 
FOCUS QUESTION What were the common crises and 

achievements of  seventeenth-century European states? 

Historians often refer to the seventeenth century as an 
“age of crisis,” when Europe was challenged by popula
tion losses, economic decline, and social and political 
unrest. These difficulties were partially due to climate 
changes that reduced agricultural productivity, but 
they also resulted from bitter religious divides, war, 
and increased governmental pressures. Peasants and 
the urban poor were hit especially hard by the eco
nomic problems, and they frequently rose in riot 
against high food prices. 

The atmosphere of crisis encouraged governments 
to take emergency measures to restore order, mea
sures that they successfully turned into  long-term 
reforms that strengthened the power of the state. 
These included a spectacular growth in army size as 
well as increased taxation, the expansion of govern
ment bureaucracies, and the acquisition of land or 
maritime empires. In the long run, European states 
proved increasingly able to impose their will on the 
populace. 

The Social Order and Peasant Life 

Peasants occupied the lower tiers of a society organized 
in hierarchical levels. At the top, the monarch was 
celebrated as a semidivine being, chosen by God to 
embody the state. In Catholic countries, the clergy 

Peasants Working the Land 

Working the land was harsh toil for 
seventeenth-  century peasants, but 
strong family and community bonds 
gave life meaning and made survival 

possible. The rich and colorful 

clothing of the peasants shown here 

reflects an idealized vision of the 

peasants’ material circumstances. 
(The Month of March, by the Studio of Pieter de 

Witte [ca. 1548–1628], [oil on canvas], undated/ 

© Sotheby’s/akg-images) 

occupied the second level, due to their sacred role 
interceding with God and the saints on behalf of their 
flocks. Next came nobles, whose privileged status 
derived from their ancient bloodlines and centuries of 
leadership on the battlefield. Traditional Christian 
prejudices against commerce and money meant that 
merchants could never lay claim to the highest honors. 
However, many prosperous mercantile families had 
bought their way into the nobility through service to 
the rising monarchies of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries and constituted a second tier of nobles. 
Those lower on the social scale, the peasants and 
artisans who constituted the vast majority of the pop
ulation, were expected to defer to their betters with 
humble obedience. This was the “Great Chain of 
Being” that linked God to his creation in a series of 
ranked social groups. 

In addition to being rigidly hierarchical, European 
societies were patriarchal in nature, with men assum
ing authority over women as a  God-  given prerogative. 
The family thus represented a microcosm of the social 
order. The father ruled his family like a king ruled his 
domains. Religious and secular law commanded a 
man’s wife, children, servants, and apprentices to defer 
to his will. Fathers did not possess the power of life and 
death, like Roman patriarchs, but they were entitled to 
use physical violence, imprisonment, and other force
ful measures to impose their authority. These powers 
were balanced by expectations that a good father would 
provide and care for his dependents. 

In the seventeenth century most Europeans lived in 
the countryside. The hub of the rural world was the 
small peasant village centered on a church and a manor. 
Life was in many ways circumscribed by the village, 
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Chronology
 
ca. 1500–1650 Consolidation of serfdom in eastern Europe 

1533–1584 Reign of Ivan the Terrible in Russia 

1589–1610 Reign of Henry IV in France 

1598–1613 Time of Troubles in Russia 
 

1620–1740 Growth of absolutism in Austria and Prussia 

1642–1649 English civil war, which ends with execution of 
Charles I 

1643–1715 Reign of Louis XIV in France 

1653–1658 Military rule in England under Oliver Cromwell 
(the Protectorate) 

1660 Restoration of English monarchy under Charles II 

1665–1683  Jean-Baptist  e Colbert applies mercantilism to 
France 

1670 Charles II agrees to r e-C  atholicize England in 
secret agreement with Louis XIV 

1670–1671 Cossack revolt led by Stenka Razin 

ca. 1680–1750 Construction of absolutist palaces 

1682 Louis XIV moves court to Versailles 

1682–1725 Reign of Peter the Great in Russia 

1683–1718 Habsburgs push the Ottoman Turks from Hungary 

1685 Edict of Nantes revoked in France 

1688–1689 Glorious Revolution in England 

1701–1713 War of the Spanish Succession 

although we should not underestimate  
the mobility induced by war, food short
age, and the desire to seek one’s fortune  
or embark on religious pilgrimage. 

In western Europe, a small number  
of peasants in each village owned
enough land to feed themselves and had  
the livestock and plows necessary to  
work their land. These independent  
farmers were leaders of the peasant vil
lage. They employed the landless poor,  
rented out livestock and tools, and  
served as agents for the noble lord. Be
low them were small landowners and  
tenant farmers who did not have enough  
land to be  self-sufficient. These families    
sold their best pr oduce on the market to  
earn cash for taxes, rent, and food. At  
the bottom were villagers who worked  
as dependent laborers and servants. In  
eastern Europe, the vast majority of   
peasants toiled as serfs for noble land
owners and did not own land in their  
own right (see page 481). 

Rich or poor, east or west, bread was 
the primary element of the diet. The 
richest ate a white loaf, leaving brown 
bread to those who could not afford 
better . Peasants paid stiff fees to the local 
miller for grinding grain into flour and 
sometimes to the lord for the right to 
bake bread in his oven. Bread was most 
often accompanied by a soup made of 
roots, herbs, beans, and perhaps a small 
piece of salt pork. An important annual festival in 
many villages was the killing of the family pig. The 
whole family gathered to help, sharing a rare abun-
dance of meat with neighbors and carefully salting the 
extra and putting down the lard. In some areas, men-
struating  women were careful to stay away from the  
kitchen because of superstitious fears that they  
would cause the lard to spoil. 

Famine and Economic Crisis 
European rural society lived on the edge of subsis
tence. B ecause of the crude technology and low crop 
yield, peasants were constantly threatened by scarcity 
and famine. In the seventeenth century a period of 
colder and wetter climate throughout Europe, dubbed 
the “little ice age” by historians, meant a shorter farm-
ing season with lower yields. A bad harvest created 
food shortages; a series of bad harvests could lead to 
famine. Recurrent famines significantly reduced the 
population of early modern Europe. Most people did 
not die of outright starvation but perished through the 
spread of diseases like smallpox and typhoid, which 

were facilitated by malnutrition and exhaustion. Out-
breaks of bubonic plague continued in Europe until 
the 1720s. 

The Estates of Normandy, a provincial assembly, 
reported on the dire conditions in northern France 
during an outbreak of plague: 

Of the 450 sick persons whom the inhabitants were 
unable to relieve, 200 were turned out, and these we 
saw die one by one as they lay on the roadside. A 
large number still remain, and to each of them it is 
only possible to dole out the least scrap of bread. We 
only give bread to those who would otherwise die. 
The staple dish here consists of mice, which the 
i nhabitants  hunt, so desperate are they from hunger.  
They devour roots which the animals cannot eat; one  
can, in fact, not put into words the things one sees.  .  .  .  
We certify to having ourselves seen herds, not of cattle,  
but of men and women, wandering about the fields 
between Rheims and Rhétel, turning up the earth like  
pigs to find a few roots; and as they can only find  
r otten ones, and not half enough of them, they become  
so weak that they have not strength left to seek food.1
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Industry also suffered. The output of woolen  textiles, 
one of the most important European manufactures, 
declined sharply in the first half of the seventeenth 
century. Food prices were high, wages stagnated, and 
unemployment soared. This economic crisis was not 
universal: it struck various regions at different times 
and to different degrees. In the middle decades of the 
century, for example, Spain, France, Germany, and 
England all experienced great economic difficulties, 
but these years were the golden age of the  Netherlands. 

The urban poor and peasants were the hardest hit. 
When the price of bread rose beyond their capacity to 
pay, they frequently expressed their anger by rioting. In 
towns they invaded bakers’ shops to seize bread and 
resell it at a “just price.” In rural areas they attacked 
convoys taking grain to the cities. Women often led 
these actions, since their role as mothers gave them 
some impunity in authorities’ eyes. Historians have 
used the term “moral economy” for this vision of a 
world in which community needs predominate over 
competition and profit. 

The Thirty Years’ War 

Harsh economic conditions in the seventeenth century 
were greatly exacerbated by the  decades-long conflict 
known as the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). The Holy 
Roman Empire was a confederation of hundreds of 
principalities, independent cities, duchies, and other 
polities loosely united under an elected emperor. The 
uneasy truce between Catholics and Protestants created 
by the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 deteriorated as the 
faiths of various areas shifted. Lutheran princes felt com
pelled to form the Protestant Union (1608), and 
Catholics retaliated with the Catholic League (1609). 
Each alliance was determined that the other should make 
no religious or territorial advance. Dynastic interests 
were also involved; the Spanish Habsburgs strongly sup
ported the goals of their Austrian relatives: the unity of 
the empire and the preservation of Catholicism within it. 

The war is traditionally divided into four phases. 
The first, or Bohemian, phase (1618–1625) was  
characteriz ed by civil war in Bohemia between the 
Catholic League and the Protestant Union. In 1620 
Catholic forces defeated Protestants at the Battle of the 
White Mountain. The second, or Danish, phase of the 
war (1625–1629) — so called because of the leadership 
of the Protestant king Christian IV of Denmark   
(r. 1588–1648) — witnessed additional Catholic victo
ries. The Catholic imperial army led by Albert of 
W allenstein swept through Silesia, north to the Baltic, 
and east into Pomerania, scoring smashing victories. 
Under Charles I, England briefly and unsuccessfully 

■  Peace  of Westphalia  The  name  of a series  of  treaties  that  concluded 

the Thirty Years’ War  in 1648 and  marked  the  end  of   large-scale  religious  
violence  in Europe. 

intervened in this phase of the conflict by entering alli
ances against France and Spain. Habsburg power 
peaked in 1629. The emperor issued the Edict of Res
titution, whereby all Catholic properties lost to Protes
tantism since 1552 were restored, and only Catholics 
and Lutherans were allowed to practice their faiths. 

The third, or Swedish, phase of the war (1630–1635) 
began with the arrival in Germany of the Swedish king 
Gustavus Adolphus (r. 1594–1632) and his army. The 
ablest administrator of his day and a devout Lutheran, 
he intervened to support the empire’s Protestants. The 
French chief minister, Cardinal Richelieu, subsidized 
the Swedes, hoping to weaken Habsburg power in 
Europe. Gustavus Adolphus won two important battles 
but was fatally wounded in combat. The final, or French, 
phase of the war (1635–1648) was prompted by 
Richelieu’s concern that the Habsburgs would rebound 
after the death of Gustavus Adolphus. Richelieu declared 
war on Spain and sent military as well as financial assis
tance. Finally, in October 1648 peace was achieved. 

The 1648 Peace of Westphalia that ended the 
Thirty Years’ War marked a turning point in European 
history. For the most part, conflicts fought over reli
gious faith receded. The treaties recognized the inde
pendent authority of more than three hundred German 
princes (Map 15.1), reconfirming the emperor’s 
severely limited authority. The Augsburg agreement of 
1555 became permanent, adding Calvinism to Cathol
icism and Lutheranism as legally permissible creeds. 
The north German states remained Protestant, the 
south German states Catholic. 

The Thirty Years’ War was the most destructive 
event for the central European economy and society 
prior to the world wars of the twentieth century. Per
haps one- third of urban residents and  two- fifths of the 
rural population died, leaving entire areas depopu
lated. Trade in southern German cities, such as 
Augsburg, was virtually destroyed. Agricultural areas 
suffered catastrophically. Many small farmers lost their 
land, allowing nobles to enlarge their estates and con
solidate their control.2 

Achievements in  State-  Building 

In the context of warfare, economic crisis, and demo
graphic decline, seventeenth-  century monarchs took 
urgent measures to restore order and rebuild their states. 
Traditionally, historians have distinguished between the 
absolutist governments of France, Spain, central Europe, 
and Russia and the constitutionalist governments of 
England and the Dutch Republic. Whereas absolutist 
monarchs gathered all power under their personal con
trol, English and Dutch rulers were obliged to respect 
laws passed by representative institutions. More recently, 
historians have emphasized commonalities among these 
powers. Despite their political differences, all these 
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MAP 15.1 Europe After the Thirty Years’ War  This map shows the political division of Europe 

after the Treaty of Westphalia (1648) ended the war. France emerged as the strongest power in 

Europe at the end of the Thirty Years’ War. Based on this map, what challenges did the French state 

still face in dominating Europe after 1648? How does the map represent Swedish gains and Spanish 

losses in the Treaty of Westphalia? 

states shared common projects of protecting and 
expanding their frontiers, raising new taxes, consolidat
ing central control, and competing for the new colonies 
opening up in the New and Old Worlds. In so doing, 
they followed a broad pattern of state-building and con
solidation of power found across Eurasia in this period. 

Rulers encountered formidable obstacles in achiev
ing these goals. Without paved roads, telephones, or 
other modern technology, it took weeks to convey 
orders from the central government to the provinces 
and even longer to distant colonies. Rulers also suf
fered from lack of reliable information about their 

realms, making it impossible to police and tax the 
population effectively. Local power structures presented 
another serious obstacle. Nobles, the church, provincial 
and national assemblies, town councils, guilds, and 
other bodies held legal privileges, which could not 
easily be rescinded. Many kingdoms were composed of 
groups of people of different ethnicities who spoke a 
language different from that of the ruling dynasty, 
which further diminished their willingness to obey. 

Nonetheless, over the course of the seventeenth 
century both absolutist and constitutional govern
ments achieved new levels of power and national unity. 
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They did so by transforming emergency measures of 
wartime into permanent structures of government and 
by subduing privileged groups through the use of force 
and through economic and social incentives. Increased 
state authority may be seen in four areas in particular: 
greater taxation, growth in armed forces, larger and 
more efficient bureaucracies, and territorial expansion 
both within Europe and overseas. 

Over time, centralized power added up to something 
close to sovereignty. A state may be termed  sovereign 
when it possesses a monopoly over the instruments of 
justice and the use of force within clearly defined 
boundaries. In a sovereign state, no system of courts, 
such as church tribunals, competes with state courts in 
the dispensation of justice; and private armies, such as 
those of feudal lords, present no threat to central 
authority. While seventeenth- century states did not 
acquire total sovereignty, they made important strides 
toward that goal. 

Warfare and the 
Growth of Army Size 

The driving force of  seventeenth-  century state-building 
was warfare. In medieval times, feudal lords had raised 
armies only for particular wars or campaigns; now 
monarchs began to recruit their own forces and main
tain permanent standing armies. Instead of serving 
their own interests, army officers were required to be 
loyal and obedient to state officials. New techniques 
for training and deploying soldiers meant a rise in the 
professional standards of the army. 

Along with professionalization came an explosive 
growth in army size. The French took the lead, with the 
army growing from roughly 125,000 men in the Thirty 
Years’ War to 340,000 at the end of the seventeenth
 century.3 Changes in the style of armies encouraged this 
growth. Mustering a royal army took longer than simply 
hiring a mercenary band, giving enemies time to form 

coalitions. For example, the large coalitions 
Louis XIV confronted (see pages 478–479) 
required him to fight on multiple fronts  
with huge armies. In turn, the  relative size  
and wealth of France among European  
nations allowed Louis to field enormous  
armies and thereby to pursue the ambitious  
foreign policies that caused his alarmed  
neighbors to form coalitions against him. 

Noble values of glory and honor out
shone concerns for safety or material bene
fit. Because they personally led their men 
in battle, noble officers experienced high 
death rates on the battlefield. Nobles also 
fell into debt because they had to purchase 
their positions in the army and the units 
they commanded, which meant that they 
were obliged to assume many of the costs 
involved in creating and maintaining their 
units. It was not until the 1760s that the 
French government assumed the full cost 
of equipping troops. 

The Professionalization of the Swedish 

Army  Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus, 

surrounded by his generals, gives thanks 
to God for the safe arrival of his troops in 

Germany during the Thirty Years’ War. 

A renowned military leader, the king 

imposed constant training drills and 

rigorous discipline on his troops, which 

contributed to their remarkable success 
in the war. (Military Academy of Karlberg) 
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471 ca. 1589 – 1725 Absolutism in France and Spain 

Other European powers were quick to follow the 
French example. The rise of absolutism in central and 
eastern Europe was thus accompanied by a vast expan
sion in the size of armies. Great Britain followed a sim
ilar, albeit distinctive pattern. Instead of building a 
land army, the island nation focused on naval forces 
and eventually built the largest navy in the world. 

Popular Political Action 

As governments continuously raised taxes to meet the 
costs of war, neighborhood riots over the cost of bread 
turned into armed uprisings. Popular revolts were 
extremely common in England, France, Spain, 
Portugal, and Italy during the Thirty Years’ War. In 1640 
Philip IV of Spain faced revolt in Catalonia, the eco
nomic center of his realm. At the same time he struggled 
to put down uprisings in Portugal and in the northern 
provinces of the Netherlands. In 1647 the city of 
Palermo, in  Spanish- occupied Sicily, exploded in pro
test over food shortages caused by a series of bad har
vests. Fearing public unrest, the city government 
subsidized the price of bread, attracting even more 
starving peasants from the countryside. When Madrid 
ordered an end to subsidies, municipal leaders decided 
to lighten the loaf rather than raise prices. Not fooled 
by this change, local women led a bread riot, shouting 
“Long live the king and down with the taxes and the 
bad government!” Insurgency spread to the rest of the 
island and eventually to Naples on the mainland. Apart 
from affordable food, rebels demanded the suppression 
of extraordinary taxes and participation in municipal 
government. Some dreamed of a republic that would 
abolish noble tax exemptions. Despite  initial successes, 
the revolt lacked unity and strong leadership and could 
not withstand the forces of the state. 

In France urban uprisings became a frequent aspect 
of the social and political landscape. Beginning in 
1630 and continuing intermittently through the early 
1700s, major insurrections occurred at Dijon, 
 Bordeaux ( bor-  DOH), Montpellier, Lyons, and Amiens. 
All were characterized by deep popular anger and 
violence directed at outside officials sent to collect 
taxes. These officials were sometimes seized, beaten, 
and hacked to death. For example, in 1673 Louis XIV’s 
imposition of new taxes on legal transactions, tobacco, 
and pewter ware provoked an uprising in Bordeaux. 

Municipal and royal authorities often struggled to 
overcome popular revolt. They feared that stern 
repressive measures, such as sending in troops to fire 
on crowds, would create martyrs and further inflame 
the situation, while full- scale occupation of a city 
would be very expensive and detract from military 
efforts elsewhere. The limitations of royal authority 
gave some leverage to rebels. To quell riots, royal 

edicts were sometimes suspended, prisoners released, 
and discussions initiated. 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century this 
leverage had largely disappeared. Municipal govern
ments were better integrated into the national struc
ture, and local authorities had prompt military 
support from the central government. People who 
publicly opposed royal policies and taxes received 
swift and severe punishment. 

Absolutism in 

France and Spain
 
FOCUS QUESTION What factors led to the rise of the French 

absolutist state under Louis XIV, and why did absolutist 

Spain experience decline in the same period? 

In the Middle Ages jurists held that as a consequence of 
monarchs’ coronation and anointment with sacred oil, 
they ruled “by the grace of God.” Law was given by 
God; kings “found” the law and acknowledged that 
they must respect and obey it. Kings in absolutist states 
amplified these claims, asserting that they were respon
sible to God alone. They claimed exclusive power to 
make and enforce laws, denying any other institution or 
group the authority to check their power. In France the 
founder of the Bourbon monarchy, Henry IV, estab
lished foundations upon which his successors Louis 
XIII and Louis XIV built a stronger, more centralized 
French state. Louis XIV is often seen as the epitome of 
an “absolute” monarch, with his endless wars, increased 
taxes and economic regulation, and glorious palace at 
Versailles. In truth, his success relied on collaboration 
with nobles, and thus his example illustrates both the 
achievements and the compromises of absolutist rule. 

As French power rose in the seventeenth century, 
the glory of Spain faded. Once the fabulous revenue 
from American silver declined, Spain’s economic 
stagnation could no longer be disguised, and the coun
try faltered under weak leadership. 

The Foundations of 
French Absolutism 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century France’s 
position appeared extremely weak. Struggling to 
recover from decades of religious civil war, France 
posed little threat to Spain’s predominance in Europe. 
Yet by the end of the century the countries’ positions 
were reversed. 

Henry IV (r. 1589–1610) inaugurated a remarkable 
recovery by defusing religious tensions and rebuilding 
France’s economy. He issued the Edict of Nantes,  allowing 
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THINKING LIKE A HISTORIAN 

What Was 
Absolutism? 

Historians have long 

debated the nature of 

“absolutism” in 

seventeenth-century 

Europe. While many 

historians have empha

sized the growth of state 

power in this period, 

especially under Louis XIV 

of France, others have 

questioned whether such 

a thing as “absolutism” 

ever existed. The following 

documents will allow you 

to draw your own conclu

sions about absolutism. 

1  Jacques-Bénigne  Bossuet,  political 

treatise, 1709. In 1670 Louis XIV  appointed  
Bishop Bossuet tutor to his  son  and heir, 

known  as the  dauphin. In Politics Drawn 

from the Very Words of Holy Scripture,  

Bossuet argued that royal power was  divine  
and  absolute, but not without limits. 

�It appears from all this that the person of the 

king is sacred, and that to attack him in any way is 

sacrilege. God has the kings anointed by his 

prophets with the holy unction in like manner as 

he has bishops and altars anointed. But even with

out the external application in thus being anointed, 

they are by their very office the representatives of 

the divine majesty deputed by Providence for the 

execution of his purposes. Accordingly God calls 

Cyrus his anointed. “Thus saith the Lord to his 

anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have 

holden, to subdue nations before him.” Kings 

should be guarded as holy things, and whosoever 

neglects to protect them is worthy of death. 

. . . There is something religious in the respect 

accorded to a prince. The service of God and the 

respect for kings are bound together. St. Peter 

unites these two duties when he says, “Fear God. 

Honour the king.”. . . But kings, although their 

power comes from on high, as has been said, 

should not regard themselves as masters of that 

power to use it at their pleasure; . . . they must 

employ it with fear and self-restraint, as a thing 

coming from God and of which God will demand 

an account. 

2  Letter of the  prince  of  Condé, royal 

governor of the  province  of  Burgundy, 

to  Controller General Jean-Baptiste  
Colbert, June 18, 1662. In this letter, the  
king’s  representative  in the province of 

Burgundy reports on his  efforts to  compel 

the leaders of the province to pay taxes  
levied by the  royal government. The Estates  
of Burgundy comprised  representatives of 

the three orders, or  estates, of society: the  
clergy, the  nobility,  and the  commoners. 

�Since then the Estates have deliberated every 

day, persuaded that the extreme misery in this prov

ince — caused by the great levies it has suffered, the 

sterility [of the land] in recent years, and the disor

ders that have recently occurred — would induce 

the king to give them some relief. That is why they 

offered only 500,000 for the free gift. Then, after I 

had protested this in the appropriate manner, they 

raised it to 600,000, then 800,000, and finally 

900,000 livres. Until then I had stood firm at 1.5 

million, but when I saw that they were on the verge 

of deciding not to give any more . . . I finally came 

down to the 1.2 million livres contained in my in

structions and invited them to deliberate again, de

claring that I could not agree to present any other 

proposition to the king and that I believed that 

there was no better way to serve their interests than 

to obey the king blindly. They agreed with good 

grace and came this morning to offer me a million. 

They begged me to leave it at that and not to de

mand more from them for the free gift; and since I 

told them they would have to do a little better to 

satisfy the king completely on this occasion, they 

again exaggerated their poverty and begged me to 

inform the king of it, but said that, rather than not 

please him, they preferred to make a new effort, and 

they would leave it up to me to declare what they 

had to do. I told them that I believed His Majesty 

would have the goodness to be satisfied with 1.05 

million livres for the free gift, and they agreed. . . . So 

Monsieur, there is the deed done. 

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
 

1. What elements of royal authority does the portrait of Louis XIV in Source 4 present to

viewers? How would you compare this depiction of political power with images from 

modern-day politicians? How would you explain the differences? 

2. What justification do the sources offer for Louis’s claim to exercise “absolute” political 

authority? Based on his own words in Source 3, how do you think Louis would have 

viewed the constitutional governments of England and the Dutch Republic? 

3. Compare and contrast  the evidence for Louis’s power given in these sources with evidence 

for limitations  on it. What  resources would a king have to muster  to enlarge his army 

drastically (Source 5)? What  insight do  the negotiations  over  taxation (Source 2) give  you 

into  the ways  the royal government acquired those resources?
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3  Louis XIV, Memoir for the Instruction of 

the Dauphin.  In 1670 Louis XIV finished  a  
memoir he had  compiled for the  education  
of his  son  and heir. Presented  in the king’s  
voice — although cowritten with several 

royal aides — the  memoir  recounts the  
early years of Louis’s  reign  and  explains  
his  approach to absolute  rule. 

�For however it be held as a maxim that in 

every thing a Prince should employ the most mild 

measures and first, and that it is more to his advan

tage to govern his subjects by persuasive than coer

cive means, it is nevertheless certain that whenever 

he meets with impediments or rebellion, the inter

est of his crown and the welfare of his people 

demand that he should cause himself to be indis

pensably obeyed; for it must be acknowledged 

there is nothing can so securely establish the hap

piness and tranquility of a country as the perfect 

combination of all authority in the single person of 

the Sovereign. The least division in this respect of

ten produces the greatest calamities; and whether 

it be detached into the hands of individuals or 

those of corporate bodies, it always is there in a 

state of fermentation. 

. . . [B]esides the insurrections and the intes

tine commotions which the ambition of power 

infallibly produces when it is not repressed, there 

are still a thousand other evils created by the inac

tivity of the Sovereign. Those who are nearest his 

person are the first to observe his weakness, and are 

also the first who are desirous of profiting by it. 

Every one of those persons have necessarily others 

who are subservient to their avaricious views, and 

to whom they at the same time give the privilege of 

imitating them. Thus, from the highest to the low

est is a systematic corruption communicated, and 

it becomes general in all classes. 
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4 Hyacinthe Rigaud, portrait of Louis XIV, 1701. This was one of Louis  
XIV’s favorite portraits of himself. He liked  it so much that he had  many 

copies of the portrait made; his  successors had their own portraits painted  
in the  same posture with the  same  clothing  and  accoutrements. 

5
  
Growth of the French Army. 

Time  Period Size  of  Army 

Middle  Ages 10,000  men 

1635   
(Louis XIII and Richelieu enter Thirty  Years’  War) 

125,000  men 

1670s   
(Louis XIV wages Dutch War)  

280,000  men 

1690s   
(Louis XIV wages Nine Years’  War) 

340,000  men 

PUTTING IT ALL  TOGETHER 

Using the sources above, along with what  you have learned in class and in this chapter, what was  
“absolutism”? Write a brief essay explaining what contemporaries  thought absolute power  
entailed and the extent  to which Louis XIV achieved such power. 

Sources:  (1) J. H.  Robinson, ed., Readings in European History, vol.  2  (Boston:  Ginn, 1906), p.  274;  (2)  William  Beik, ed., Louis XIV and 

Absolutism: A Brief Study with Documents  (Boston:  Bedford/St.  Martin’s, 2000), pp. 127–128;  (3)  Memoirs of Lewis the Fourteenth, Written by  

Himself, and Addressed to His Son,  vol. 1 (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees and  Orme, 1806), pp. 13–14;  (5)  Based  on  information  from John  
A. Lynn, The Wars of Louis XIV, 1667–1714 (London:  Routledge, 2013), pp.  5–51. 
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Huguenots (French Protestants) the right to worship in 
150 traditionally Protestant towns throughout France. 
He built new roads and canals to repair the ravages of 
years of civil war and raised revenue by selling royal offices 
instead of charging high taxes. Despite his efforts at peace, 
Henry was murdered in 1610 by a Catholic zealot. 

Cardinal Richelieu (1585–1642) became first min
ister of the French crown on behalf of Henry’s young 
son, Louis XIII (r. 1610–1643). Richelieu’s domestic 
policies were designed to strengthen royal control. He 
acted to repress Protestantism, which he viewed as a 
divisive force in the realm. He also extended the use of 
intendants, commissioners for each of France’s  thirty- 
two districts who were appointed directly by the mon
arch, to whom they were solely responsible. These 
officials recruited men for the army, supervised tax col
lection, presided over the administration of local law, 
checked up on the local nobility, and regulated eco
nomic activities in their districts. As the intendants’ 
power increased under Richelieu, so did the power of 
the centralized French state. 

Richelieu’s main foreign policy goal was to destroy 
the Habsburgs’ grip on territories that surrounded 
France. Consequently, Richelieu supported Habsburg 
enemies, including Protestants during the Thirty Years’ 
War (see page 468). For the French cardinal, interests 
of state outweighed religious considerations. 

Cardinal Jules Mazarin (1602–1661) succeeded 
Richelieu as chief minister for the next child- king, the 
four- year- old Louis XIV, who inherited the throne from 
his father in 1643. Along with the regent, Queen 
Mother Anne of Austria, Mazarin continued  Richelieu’s 
centralizing policies. His struggle to increase royal reve
nues to meet the costs of war led to the uprisings of 
1648–1653 known as the Fronde. In Paris, magistrates 
of the Parlement of Paris, the nation’s most important 
law court, were outraged by the Crown’s autocratic 
measures. These  so- called robe nobles (named for the 
robes they wore in court) encouraged violent protest by 
the common people. As rebellion spread outside Paris 
and to the sword nobles (the traditional warrior nobil
ity), civil order broke down completely, and young 
Louis XIV had to flee Paris for his safety. 

Much of the rebellion died away, however, when 
Louis XIV was declared king in his own right in 1651, 
ending the regency of his mother Anne of Austria. 
(French law prohibited a woman from inheriting the 
throne, so periods when a queen mother acted as regent 
for a child- king were always vulnerable moments.) The 
French people were desperate for peace and stability 
after the disorders of the Fronde and were willing to 
accept a strong monarch who could reimpose order. 
Louis pledged to do just that when he assumed per
sonal rule of his realm at Mazarin’s death in 1661. 

■  Fronde  A  series  of  violent uprisings  during  the  early  reign  of Louis XIV 

triggered  by  growing  royal  control and  increased  taxation. 

Louis XIV and Absolutism 

In the reign of Louis XIV (r. 1643–1715), the longest 
in European history, the French monarchy reached the 
peak of absolutist development. Louis believed in the 
doctrine of the divine right of kings: God had estab
lished kings as his rulers on earth, and they were 
answerable ultimately to him alone. To symbolize his 
central role in the divine order, when he was fifteen 
years old Louis danced at a court ballet dressed as the 
sun, thereby acquiring the title “Sun King.” 

In addition to parading his power before the court, 
Louis worked very hard at the business of governing. 
He ruled his realm through several councils of state 
and insisted on taking a personal role in many of their 
decisions. He selected councilors from the recently 
ennobled or the upper middle class and offered this 
explanation: “[T]he public should know, from the 
rank of those whom I chose to serve me, that I had no 
intention of sharing power with them.”4 Despite 
increasing financial problems, Louis never called a 
meeting of the Estates General, thereby depriving 
nobles of united expression or action. Nor did Louis 
have a first minister. In this way he avoided the inordi
nate power of a Richelieu. 

Although personally tolerant, Louis hated division 
within the realm and insisted that religious unity was 
essential to his royal dignity and to the security of the 
state. He thus pursued the policy of Protestant repres
sion launched by Richelieu. In 1685 Louis revoked the 
Edict of Nantes. The new law ordered the Catholic 
baptism of Huguenots (French Calvinists), the destruc
tion of Huguenot churches, the closing of schools, and 
the exile of Huguenot pastors who refused to renounce 
their faith. Around two hundred thousand Protestants, 
including some of the king’s most highly skilled 
artisans, fled into exile. 

Despite his claims to absolute authority, multiple 
constraints existed on Louis’s power. As a representative 
of divine power, he was obliged to rule in a  manner 
consistent with virtue and benevolence. (See “Thinking 
Like a Historian: What Was Absolutism?” page 472.) 
He had to uphold the laws issued by his royal predeces
sors. Moreover, he also relied on the collaboration of 
nobles, who maintained tremendous prestige and 
authority in their ancestral lands. Without their coop
eration, it would have been impossible to extend his 
power throughout France or wage his many foreign 
wars. Louis’s efforts to elicit noble cooperation can be 
witnessed in the court life he created at his spectacular 
palace at Versailles. 

Life at Versailles 

Through most of the seventeenth century the French 
court had no fixed home, following the monarch to his 
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EVALUATING THE EVIDENCE 15.1

Letter from Versailles
 
Born in 1652, the German princess  Elisabeth-Charlotte was 

the daughter of the elector of the Palatinate, one of the 

many small states of the Holy Roman Empire. In 1671 she 

married the duke of Orléans, brother of Louis XIV. When 

Louis’s wife died in 1683,  Elisabeth-Charlotte became the 

highest- ranked woman at the French court. Despite the con

siderable pride she took in her position, her correspondence 

reveals her unhappiness and boredom with court life and her 

longing for home, as shown in the letter to her sister 

excerpted below. 

� 
I have nothing new to  tell you; I walk and read and write; 

sometimes  the king drives me to  the hunt  in his calèche. 

There are hunts every day; Sundays and Wednesdays are 

my  son’s days; the king hunts Mondays and Thursdays; 

Wednesdays and Saturdays Monseigneur [heir  to  the 

throne] hunts  the wolf; M. le Comte de Toulouse, Mondays  
and Wednesdays; the Duc du Maine, Tuesdays; and 

M. le Duc, Fridays. They  say  if all the hunting kennels were 

united there would be from 900 to 1000 dogs. Twice a 

week there is a comedy. But  you know,  of course,  that I go  
nowhere [due to mourning for her  recently deceased 

husband]; which vexes me, for I must  own that  the theatre 

is  the greatest amusement I have in the world, and the 

only pleasure that  remains  to  me. . . . 

If the Court of France was what it used to be one might 
learn here how to behave in society; but — excepting the 

king and Monsieur [the king’s brother, her deceased 

husband] — no one any longer knows what politeness is. 

numerous palaces and country residences. In 1682 
Louis moved his court and government to the newly 
renovated palace at Versailles, a former hunting lodge. 
The palace quickly became the center of political, 
social, and cultural life. The king required all great 
nobles to spend at least part of the year in attendance 
on him there, so he could keep an eye on their activi
ties. Since he controlled the distribution of state power 
and wealth, nobles had no choice but to obey and 
compete with each other for his favor at Versailles. 

The glorious palace, with its sumptuous interiors 
and extensive formal gardens, was a mirror to the 
world of French glory, soon copied by would- be abso
lutist monarchs across Europe. (See “Living in the 
Past: The Absolutist Palace,” page 476.) The reality of 
daily life in the palace was less glamorous. Versailles 
served as government offices for royal bureaucrats, as 
living quarters for the royal family and nobles, and as 
a place of work for hundreds of domestic servants. It 

The young men think only of horrible debauchery. I do not 
advise any one to send their children here; for instead of 
learning good things, they will only take lessons in 

misconduct. You are right in blaming Germans who send 

their sons to France; how I wish that you and I were men 

and could go to the wars! — but that’s a completely 
useless wish to have. . . .  If I could with propriety return to 
Germany you would see me there quickly. I love that 
country; I think it more agreeable than all others, because 

there is less of luxury that I do not care for, and more of 
the frankness and integrity which I seek. But, be it said 

between ourselves, I was placed here against my will, and 

here I must stay till I die. There is no likelihood that we 

shall see each other again in this life; and what will 

become of us after that God only knows. 

EVALUATE THE EVIDENCE 
1. What are the principal amusements of court life, 

according to Elisabeth-Charlotte? What comparison

does she draw between life in Germany and France?

2. How does the image of Versailles conveyed by

 Elisabeth-Charlotte contrast with the images of the

palace found elsewhere in this chapter? How do you

explain this contrast? If courtiers like her found life so

dreary at court, why would they stay?

Source: The Correspondence of Madame, Princess Palatine,  Marie- Adélaïde de 

Savoie, and Madame de Maintenon, ed. and trans. Katharine Prescott Wormeley 
(Boston: Hardy, Pratt, 1902), pp. 50–52. 

was also open to the public at certain hours of the day. 
As a result, it was crowded with three thousand to ten 
thousand people every day. Even high nobles had to 
put up with cramped living space, and many visitors 
complained of the noise, smell, and crowds. (See 
“Evaluating the Evidence 15.1: Letter from Versailles,” 
above.) 

Louis further revolutionized court life by establish
ing an elaborate set of etiquette rituals to mark every 
moment of his day, from waking up and dressing in 
the morning to removing his clothing and retiring at 
night. Courtiers vied for the honor of participating in 
these ceremonies, with the highest in rank claiming 
the privilege of handing the king his shirt. Endless 
squabbles broke out over what type of chair one could 
sit on at court and the order in which great nobles 
entered and were seated in the chapel for Mass. 

These rituals may seem absurd, but they were far 
from trivial. The king controlled immense resources 
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LIVING IN THE PAST 
The Absolutist Palace 

B
y 1700 palace building had become a veritable obsession

for European rulers. Their  dramatic palaces  symbolized

the age of absolutist power, just as  soaring Gothic cathe

drals had expressed the idealized spirit  of  the High Middle

Ages. With its classically harmonious, symmetrical, and geo

metric design, Versailles  served as  the model for  the wave  of

palace building that began in the last decade of  the seven

teenth century. Royal palaces like Versailles were intended to

overawe  the people and proclaim their  owners’ authority and 

power. 

Located ten miles  southwest  of Paris, Versailles began as a 

modest hunting lodge built by Louis XIII in 1623. His  son Louis  
XIV spent decades enlarging and decorating the original struc

ture. Between 1668 and 1670 architect Louis Le Vau (luh VOH)  

enveloped the old building within a much larger  one that  still  

exists  today. In 1682 the new palace became the official resi

dence of  the Sun King and his  court, although construction 

continued until 1710, when the royal chapel was completed. At  
any  one time, several thousand people occupied the bustling  

and crowded palace. The awesome splendor  of  the eighty-

yard Hall of  Mirrors, replete with floor-to-ceiling mirrors and  

ceiling murals  illustrating the king’s  triumphs, contrasted with 

 

 

 

 

 

Prince Eugene’s Summer Palace  in Vienna.  (Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)

the strong odors  from the courtiers who  commonly  relieved  

themselves  in discreet corners. 

In 1693 Charles XI of Sweden, having reduced the power  of  
the aristocracy, ordered the construction of  his  Royal Palace,  

which dominates  the center  of Stockholm to  this day. Another  
such palace was Schönbrunn, an enormous Viennese Versailles  
begun in 1695 by Emperor Leopold to celebrate Austrian mili

tary victories and Habsburg might. Shown at lower  right  is ar

chitect Joseph Bernhard Fischer von Erlach’s ambitious plan for  
Schönbrunn palace. Fischer’s plan emphasizes  the palace’s vast  
size and its  role as a site for military demonstrations. Ultimately, 

financial constraints  resulted in a more modest building. 

In central and eastern Europe the favorite noble servants  of  
royalty became extremely  rich and powerful, and they, too, built  
grandiose palaces  in the capital cities. These palaces were in 

part an extension of  the monarch, for  they  surpassed the build

ings  of   less-favored nobles and showed all the high road to  
fame and fortune. Take, for example, the palaces  of  Prince  

Eugene of Savoy, a French nobleman who became Austria’s most  
famous military hero. It was Eugene who led the Austrian army, 

smashed the Turks, fought Louis XIV to a standstill, and gener

ally guided the triumph of absolutism in Austria. Rewarded with 

and privileges; access to him meant favored treatment 
for government offices, military and religious posts, 
state pensions, honorary titles, and a host of other 
benefits. Courtiers sought these rewards for themselves 
and their family members and followers. A system of 
patronage — in which a higher- ranked individual 
protected a  lower- ranked one in return for loyalty and 

services — flowed from the court to the provinces. 
Through this mechanism Louis gained cooperation 
from powerful nobles. 

Although they could not hold public offices or 
posts, women played a central role in the patronage 
system. At court the king’s wife, mistresses, and other 
female relatives recommended individuals for honors, 
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great wealth by  his  grateful king, Eugene called on 

the leading architects  of  the day, Fischer von Erlach  

and Johann Lukas von Hildebrandt, to consecrate his  
glory  in stone and fresco. Fischer built Eugene’s Win

ter (orTown) Palace in Vienna, and he and Hildebrandt  
collaborated on the prince’s Summer Palace on the  

city’s  outskirts. The prince’s  summer  residence fea

tured two baroque gems, the Lower Belvedere and  

the Upper Belvedere, completed in 1722 and shown at  
left. The building’s  interior  is equally  stunning, with 

crouching giants  serving as pillars and a magnificent  
great  staircase. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS 
1. Compare these images. What did concrete 

objects and the manipulation of  space accom

plish for  these rulers  that mere words could not? 

2. What disadvantages might  stem from using 

architecture as a political tool? 

3. Is  the use of  space and monumental architec

ture still a political tool in today’s world? 

Plans for  the Palace at Schönbrunn, 

ca. 1700.  (Private  Collection/The Stapleton 

Collection/Bridgeman Images) 

Louis XIV leading a tour  of the  extensive grounds at Versailles.  
(Château de  Versailles, France/Bridgeman Images) 

advocated policy decisions, and brokered alliances 
between factions. Noblewomen played a similar role, 
bringing their family connections to marriage to form 
powerful social networks. Onlookers sometimes 
resented the influence of powerful women at court. 
The duke of Saint- Simon said of Madame de 
Maintenon, Louis XIV’s mistress and secret second 

wife, “Many people have been ruined by her, without 
having been able to discover the author of the ruin, 
search as they might.” 

Louis XIV was also an enthusiastic patron of the arts, 
commissioning many sculptures and paintings for Ver
sailles as well as performances of dance and music. 
Scholars characterize the art and literature of the age of 
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Louis XIV as French classicism. By this they mean that 
the artists and writers of the late seventeenth century 
imitated the subject matter and style of classical antiq-
uity, that their work resembled that of Renaissance Italy, 
and that French art possessed the classical qualities of 
discipline, balance, and restraint. Louis XIV also loved 
the stage, and in the plays of Molière and Racine his 
court witnessed the finest achievements in the history of 
French theater. In this period aristocratic ladies wrote 
many genres of literature and held salons in their Paris-
ian mansions where they engaged in witty and cultured 
discussions of poetry, art, theater, and the latest worldly 
events. Their refined conversational style led Molière 
and other observers to mock them as “précieuses” 
( PREH-  see-  ooz; literally “precious”), or affected and
pretentious. Despite this mockery, the précieuses repre-
sented an important cultural force ruled by elite women.

With Versailles as the center of European politics,
French culture grew in international prestige. French
became the language of polite society and international 
diplomacy, gradually replacing Latin as the language of 
scholarship and learning. Royal courts across Europe
spoke French, and the great aristocrats of Russia,
 Sweden, Germany, and elsewhere were often more  fluent 
in French than in the tongues of their homelands. France 
inspired a cosmopolitan European culture in the late
seventeenth century that looked to Versailles as its center.

The French Economic Policy 
of Mercantilism

France’s ability to build armies and fight wars depended 
on a strong economy. Fortunately for Louis, his control-
ler general,  Jean-  Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683), proved 
to be a financial genius. Colbert’s central principle was 
that the wealth and the economy of
France should serve the state. To this
end, from 1665 to his death in 1683,
Colbert rigorously applied mercantil-
ist policies to France.

Mercantilism is a collection of
governmental policies for the regula-
tion of economic activities by and for 
the state. It derives from the idea that 
a nation’s international power is based 
on its wealth, specifically its supply of 
gold and silver. To accumulate wealth, 
a country always had to sell more
goods abroad than it bought. To
decrease French purchases of goods
from outside the country, Colbert
insisted that French industry should
produce everything needed by the
French people.

To increase exports, Colbert sup-
ported old industries and created
new ones, focusing especially on tex-

tiles, which were the most important sector of manu-
facturing. Colbert enacted new production regulations, 
created guilds to boost quality standards, and encour-
aged foreign craftsmen to immigrate to France. To
encourage the purchase of French goods, he abolished 
many domestic tariffs and raised tariffs on foreign
products. In 1664 Colbert founded the Company of 
the East Indies with (unfulfilled) hopes of competing 
with the Dutch for Asian trade.

 

 

Colbert also hoped to make Canada — rich in
untapped minerals and some of the best agricultural
land in the world — part of a vast French empire. He 
sent four thousand colonists to Quebec, whose capital 
had been founded in 1608 under Henry IV. Subse-
quently, the Jesuit Jacques Marquette and the mer-
chant Louis Joliet sailed down the Mississippi River,
which they named Colbert in honor of their sponsor 
(the name soon reverted to the original Native Ameri-
can one). Marquette and Joliet claimed possession of
the land on both sides of the river as far south as
 present-  day Arkansas. In 1684 French explorers con-
tinued down the Mississippi to its mouth and claimed 
vast territories for Louis XIV. The area was called, nat-
urally, “Louisiana.”

 
 

 

 
 

During Colbert’s tenure as controller general, Louis 
was able to pursue his goals without massive tax
increases and without creating a stream of new offices.
The constant pressure of warfare after Colbert’s death,
however, undid many of his economic achievements.

 
 
 

Louis XIV’s Wars

Louis XIV wrote that “the character of a conqueror is 
regarded as the noblest and highest of titles.” In pursuit 
of the title of conqueror, he kept France at war for 

 thirty-  three of the  fifty-  four years of 
his personal rule. François le Tellier, 
marquis de Louvois, Louis’s secretary 
of state for war, equaled Colbert’s 
achievements in the economic realm. 
Louvois created a professional army 
in which the French state, rather than 
private nobles, employed the soldiers. 
Uniforms and weapons were stan-
dardized, and a rational system of 
training and promotion was devised. 
Many historians believe that the new 
loyalty, professionalism, and growth 
of the French army represented the 
peak of Louis’s success in reforming 
government. As in so many other 
matters, his model was followed 
across Europe.

FRA NC E

FRANCHE-
COMTÉ

Paris

1668

1678

1713

Territory gained

ararrrisisisisi

The Acquisitions of 
Louis XIV, 1668–1713

Louis’s goal was to expand France 
to what he considered its natural
borders. His armies managed to
extend French borders to include
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important commercial centers in the Spanish Nether
lands and Flanders as well as the entire province of 
Franche- Comté between 1667 and 1678. In 1681 
Louis seized the city of Strasbourg, and three years 
later he sent his armies into the province of Lorraine. 
At that moment the king seemed invincible. In fact, 
Louis had reached the limit of his expansion. The 
wars of the 1680s and 1690s brought no additional 
territories but placed unbearable strains on French 
resources. Colbert’s successors resorted to desperate 
measures to finance these wars, including devaluation 
of the currency and new taxes. 

Louis’s last war was endured by a French people suf
fering high taxes, crop failure, and widespread malnu
trition and death. In 1700 the childless Spanish king 
Charles II (r. 1665–1700) died, opening a struggle for 
control of Spain and its colonies. His will bequeathed 
the Spanish crown and its empire to Philip of Anjou, 
Louis XIV’s grandson (Louis’s wife,  Maria- Theresa, 
was Charles’s sister). The will violated a prior treaty by 
which the European powers had agreed to divide the 
Spanish possessions between the king of France and 
the Holy Roman emperor, both  brothers- in- law of 
Charles II. Claiming that he was following both 
Spanish and French interests, Louis broke with the 
treaty and accepted the will, thereby triggering the War 
of the Spanish Succession (1701–1713). 

In 1701 the English, Dutch, Austrians, and Prus
sians formed the Grand Alliance against Louis XIV. War 
dragged on until 1713. The Peace of Utrecht, which 
ended the war, allowed Louis’s grandson Philip to 
remain king of Spain on the understanding that the 
French and Spanish crowns would never be united. 
France surrendered Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and 
the Hudson Bay territory to England, which also 
acquired Gibraltar, Minorca, and control of the African 
slave trade from Spain (Map 15.2). 

The Peace of Utrecht represented the  balance- of-
power principle in operation, setting limits on the extent 
to which any one power — in this case, France — could 
expand. It also marked the end of French expansion. 
Thirty- five years of war had given France the rights to all 
of Alsace and some commercial centers in the north. 
But at what price? In 1714 an exhausted France hovered 
on the brink of bankruptcy. It is no wonder that when 
Louis XIV died on September 1, 1715, many subjects 
felt as much relief as they did sorrow. 

The Decline of Absolutist Spain 
in the Seventeenth Century 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century France’s 
position appeared extremely weak. Struggling to 
recover from decades of religious civil war that had 
destroyed its infrastructure and economy, France could 
not dare to compete with Spain’s empire or its mighty 
military. Yet by the end of the century their positions 

Charles II, King of Spain, and His  Wife Kneeling Before  the Eucharist      

From the royal family  to  the common peasant, fervent Catholic 

religious  faith permeated seventeenth-  century Spanish society, serving 

as a binding force  for  the newly unified nation. (Musée Eucharistique  du Hieron, 

Paray le-Monial, France/Gianni Dagli Orti/The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY) 

were reversed, and France had surpassed all expecta
tions to attain European dominance. 

By the early seventeenth century the seeds of Spanish 
disaster were sprouting. Between 1610 and 1650 
Spanish trade with the colonies in the New World fell 
60 percent due to competition from local industries in 
the colonies and from Dutch and English traders. At the 
same time, the native Indian and African slaves who 
toiled in the South American silver mines suffered 
frightful epidemics of disease. Ultimately, the mines that 
filled the empire’s treasury started to run dry, and the 
quantity of metal produced steadily declined after 1620. 

In Madrid, however, royal expenditures constantly 
exceeded income. To meet mountainous state debt, the 

■  mercantilism  A  system  of  economic  regulations aimed at 

increasing  the  power  of  the  state  based  on  the  belief  that a nation’s  
international  power  was  based  on  its  wealth, specifically  its  supply  of  
gold and  silver.  

■  Peace  of Utrecht A  series  of  treaties, from 1713 to 1715, that  ended  the 

War  of  the  Spanish  Succession, ended French  expansion  in Europe, and  
marked  the  rise  of  the  British Empire. 
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MAPPING THE PAST 
MAP 15.2 Europe After the Peace of Utrecht, 1715 
The series of treaties commonly called the Peace of Utrecht ended the War of the Spanish Succession and 

redrew the map of Europe. A French Bourbon king succeeded to the Spanish throne. France surrendered the 

Spanish Netherlands (later Belgium), then in French hands, to Austria, and recognized the Hohenzollern 

rulers of Prussia. Spain ceded Gibraltar to Great Britain, for which it has been a strategic naval station ever 

since. Spain also granted Britain the asiento, the contract for supplying African slaves to the Americas. 

ANALYZING THE MAP Identify the areas on the map that changed hands as a result of the Peace of 

Utrecht. How did these changes affect the balance of power in Europe?
 

CONNECTIONS How and why did so many European countries possess scattered or noncontiguous 

territories? What does this suggest about European politics in this period? Does this map suggest potential 


for future conflict?
 

Crown repeatedly devalued the coinage and declared 
bankruptcy, which resulted in the collapse of national 
credit. Meanwhile, manufacturing and commerce 
shrank. In contrast to the other countries of western 
Europe, Spain had a tiny middle class. The elite con
demned moneymaking as vulgar and undignified. 
Thousands entered economically unproductive profes
sions: there were said to be nine thousand monasteries 
in the province of Castile alone. To make matters 
worse, the Crown expelled some three hundred thou

sand Moriscos, or former Muslims, in 1609, signifi
cantly reducing the pool of skilled workers and 
merchants. Those working in the textile industry were 
forced out of business by steep inflation that pushed 
their production costs to the point where they could 
not compete in colonial and international markets.5 

Spanish aristocrats, attempting to maintain an 
extravagant lifestyle they could no longer afford, 
increased the rents on their estates. High rents and heavy 
taxes in turn drove the peasants from the land, leading 
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to a decline in agricultural productivity. In cities wages 
and production stagnated. Spain also ignored new scien
tific methods that might have improved agricultural or 
manufacturing techniques because they came from the 
heretical nations of Holland and England. 

The Spanish crown had no solutions to these dire 
problems. Philip III (r. 1598–1621), a melancholy and 
deeply pious man, handed the running of the  government 
over to the duke of Lerma, who used it to advance his 
personal and familial wealth. Philip IV (r. 1621–1665) 
left the management of his several kingdoms to Gaspar 
de Guzmán,  Count- Duke of Olivares. Olivares was an 
able administrator who has often been compared to 
Richelieu. He did not lack energy and ideas, and he 
succeeded in devising new sources of revenue. But he 
clung to the grandiose belief that the solution to Spain’s 
difficulties rested in a return to the imperial tradition 
of the sixteenth century. Unfortunately, the imperial 
tradition demanded the revival of war with the Dutch 
at the expiration of a twelve- year truce in 1622 and a 
long war with France over Mantua (1628–1659). 
Spain thus became embroiled in the Thirty Years’ War. 
These conflicts, on top of an empty treasury, brought 
disaster. 

Spain’s situation worsened with internal conflicts 
and fresh military defeats through the remainder of the 
seventeenth century. In 1640 Spain faced serious 
revolts in Catalonia and Portugal. In 1643 the French 
inflicted a crushing defeat on a Spanish army at Rocroi 
in what is now Belgium. By the Treaty of the Pyrenees 
of 1659, which ended the French- Spanish conflict, 
Spain was compelled to surrender extensive territories 
to France. In 1688 the Spanish crown reluctantly rec
ognized the independence of Portugal, almost a cen
tury after the two crowns were joined. The era of 
Spanish dominance in Europe had ended. 

Absolutism in 

Austria and Prussia
 
FOCUS  QUESTION  What were the social 

conditions of eastern Europe, and how did the 

rulers of Austria and Prussia transform their 

nations into powerful absolutist monarchies? 

The rulers of eastern Europe also labored to build 
strong absolutist states in the seventeenth century. But 
they built on social and economic foundations far dif
ferent from those in western Europe, namely serfdom 
and the strong nobility who benefited from it. The 
endless wars of the seventeenth century allowed mon
archs to increase their power by building large armies, 
increasing taxation, and suppressing representative 
institutions. In exchange for their growing political 

authority, monarchs allowed nobles to remain as 
unchallenged masters of their peasants, a deal that 
appeased both king and nobility, but left serfs at the 
mercy of the lords. The most successful states were 
Austria and Prussia, which witnessed the rise of abso
lutism between 1620 and 1740. 

The Return of Serfdom 
in the East 

While economic and social hardship was common 
across Europe, important differences existed between 
east and west. In the west the demographic losses of 
the Black Death allowed peasants to escape from serf
dom as they acquired enough land to feed themselves. 
In eastern Europe  seventeenth-  century peasants had 
largely lost their ability to own land independently. 
Eastern lords dealt with the labor shortages caused by 
the Black Death by restricting the right of their peas
ants to move to take advantage of better opportunities 
elsewhere. In Prussian territories by 1500 the law 
required that runaway peasants be hunted down and 
returned to their lords. Moreover, lords steadily took 
more and more of their peasants’ land and arbitrarily 
imposed heavier labor obligations. By the early 1500s 
lords in many eastern territories could command their 
peasants to work for them without pay for as many as 
six days a week. 

The gradual erosion of the peasantry’s economic 
position was bound up with manipulation of the legal 
system. The local lord was also the local prosecutor, 
judge, and jailer. There were no independent royal offi
cials to provide justice or uphold the common law. The 
power of the lord reached far into serfs’ everyday lives. 
Not only was their freedom of movement restricted, 
but they also required permission to marry or could be 
forced to marry. Lords could reallocate the lands 
worked by their serfs at will or sell serfs apart from 
their families. These conditions applied even on lands 
owned by the church. 

Between 1500 and 1650 the consolidation of serf
dom in eastern Europe was accompanied by the growth 
of commercial agriculture, particularly in Poland and 
eastern Germany. As economic expansion and popula
tion growth resumed after 1500, eastern lords increased 
the production of their estates by squeezing sizable sur
pluses out of the impoverished peasants. They then 
sold these surpluses to foreign merchants, who exported 
them to the growing cities of wealthier western Europe. 
The Netherlands and England benefited the most from 
inexpensive grain from the east. 

It was not only the peasants who suffered in eastern 
Europe. With the approval of kings, landlords system
atically undermined the medieval privileges of the 
towns and the power of the urban classes. Instead of 
selling products to local merchants, landlords sold 
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directly to foreigners, bypassing local towns. Eastern 
towns also lost their medieval right of refuge and were 
compelled to return runaways to their lords. The pop
ulation of the towns and the urban middle classes 
declined greatly. This development both reflected and 
promoted the supremacy of noble landlords in most of 
eastern Europe in the sixteenth century. 

The Austrian Habsburgs 

Like all the people of central Europe, the Habsburgs 
emerged from the Thirty Years’ War impoverished and 
exhausted. Their efforts to destroy Protestantism in the 
German lands and to turn the weak Holy Roman 
Empire into a real state had failed. Although the 
Habsburgs remained the hereditary emperors, real 
power lay in the hands of a bewildering variety of sep
arate political jurisdictions. Defeat in central Europe 
encouraged the Habsburgs to turn away from a quest 
for imperial dominance and to focus inward and east
ward in an attempt to unify their diverse holdings. If 
they could not impose Catholicism in the empire, at 
least they could do so in their own domains. 

Habsburg victory over Bohemia during the Thirty 
Years’ War was an important step in this direction. 
Ferdinand II (r. 1619–1637) drastically reduced the 
power of the Bohemian Estates, the largely Protestant 
representative assembly. He also confiscated the land
holdings of Protestant nobles and gave them to loyal 
Catholic nobles and to the foreign aristocratic merce
naries who led his armies. After 1650 a large portion of 
the Bohemian nobility was of recent origin and owed 
its success to the Habsburgs. 

With the support of this new nobility, the Habsburgs 
established direct rule over Bohemia. Under their rule 
the condition of the enserfed peasantry worsened sub
stantially: three days per week of unpaid labor became 
the norm. Protestantism was also stamped out. These 
changes were significant advances in creating absolutist 
rule in Bohemia. 

Ferdinand III (r. 1637–1657) continued to build 
state power. He centralized the government in the 
empire’s  German- speaking provinces, which formed 
the core Habsburg holdings. For the first time, a per
manent standing army was ready to put down any 
internal opposition. The Habsburg monarchy then 
turned east toward the plains of Hungary, which had 
been divided between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs 
in the early sixteenth century. Between 1683 and 1699 
the Habsburgs pushed the Ottomans from most of 
Hungary and Transylvania. The recovery of all the 
former kingdom of Hungary was completed in 1718. 

The Hungarian nobility, despite its reduced 
strength, effectively thwarted the full development of 

■  Junkers  The  nobility  of  Brandenburg and Prussia, they  were  reluctant 

allies  of Frederick  William  in  his  consolidation  of  the Prussian  state. 

Habsburg absolutism. Throughout the seventeenth 
century Hungarian nobles rose in revolt against 
attempts to impose absolute rule. They never tri
umphed decisively, but neither were they crushed the 
way the nobility in Bohemia had been in 1620. In 
1703, with the Habsburgs bogged down in the War of 
the Spanish Succession, the Hungarians rose in one last 
patriotic rebellion under Prince Francis Rákóczy. The 
prince and his forces were eventually defeated, but the 
Habsburgs agreed to restore many of the traditional 
privileges of the aristocracy in return for  Hungarian 
acceptance of hereditary Habsburg rule. Thus  Hungary, 
unlike Austria and Bohemia, was never fully integrated 
into a centralized, absolute Habsburg state. 

Despite checks on their ambitions in Hungary, the 
Habsburgs made significant achievements in  state-
building elsewhere by forging consensus with the 
church and the nobility. A sense of common identity 
and loyalty to the monarchy grew among elites in 
Habsburg lands, even to a certain extent in Hungary. 
German became the language of the state, and zealous 
Catholicism helped fuse a collective identity. 

Vienna became the political and cultural center of 
the empire. By 1700 it was a thriving city with a pop
ulation of one hundred thousand and its own version 
of Versailles, the royal palace of Schönbrunn. 

Prussia in the Seventeenth Century 

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Hohen
zollern family had ruled parts of eastern Germany as 
the imperial electors of Brandenburg and the dukes of 
Prussia. The title of “elector” gave its holder the privi
lege of being one of only seven princes or archbishops 
entitled to elect the Holy Roman emperor, but the 
electors had little real power. When he came to power 
in 1640, the  twenty-  year-  old Frederick William, later 
known as the “Great Elector,” was determined to unify 
his three provinces and enlarge his holdings. These 
provinces were Brandenburg; Prussia, inherited in 
1618; and scattered territories along the Rhine inher
ited in 1614 (Map 15.3). Each was inhabited by 
German- speakers, but each had its own estates. 
Although the estates had not met regularly during the 
chaotic Thirty Years’ War, taxes could not be levied 
without their consent. The estates of Brandenburg and 
Prussia were dominated by the nobility and the land
owning classes, known as the Junkers. 

Frederick William profited from ongoing European 
war and the threat of invasion from Russia when he 
argued for the need for a permanent standing army. In 
1660 he persuaded Junkers in the estates to accept tax
ation without consent in order to fund an army. They 
agreed to do so in exchange for reconfirmation of their 
own privileges, including authority over the serfs. 
Having won over the Junkers, the king crushed poten
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MAP 15.3 The Growth of Austria and Brandenburg-Prussia to 1748 Austria expanded to the 
southwest into Hungary and Transylvania at the expense of the Ottoman Empire. It was unable to hold 
the rich German province of Silesia, however, which was conquered by Brandenburg-Prussia. 

tial opposition to his power from the towns. One by 
one, Prussian cities were eliminated from the estates 
and subjected to new taxes on goods and services. 

Thereafter, the estates’ power declined rapidly, for 
the Great Elector had both financial independence and 
superior force. He revealed his strategy toward manag
ing the estates in the written instructions he left his son: 

Always regulate the expenditures according to the 
revenues, and have officials diligently render receipts 
every year. When the finances are in a good state 
again, then you will have enough means, and you 
will not have to request money from the estates or 
address them. Then it is also not necessary to hold 
the many and expensive parliaments, because the 
more parliaments you hold, the more authority is 
taken from you, because the estates always try some
thing that is detrimental to the majesty of the ruler.6 

By following his own advice, Frederick William tri
pled state revenue during his reign and expanded the 
army drastically. In 1688 a population of 1 million 

supported a peacetime standing army of 30,000. In 
1701 the elector’s son, Frederick I, received the ele
vated title of king of Prussia (instead of elector) as a 
reward for aiding the Holy Roman emperor in the War 
of the Spanish Succession. 

The Consolidation of 
Prussian Absolutism 
FrederickWilliam I, “the Soldiers’ King” (r. 1713–1740), 
completed his grandfather’s work, eliminating the last 
traces of parliamentary estates and local self-government. 
It was he who truly established Prussian absolutism and 
transformed Prussia into a military state. Frederick 
William was intensely attached to military life. He 
always wore an army uniform, and he lived the highly 
disciplined life of the professional soldier. Years later he 
followed the family tradition by leaving his own written 
instructions to his son: “A formidable army and a war 
chest large enough to make this army mobile in times of 
need can create great respect for you in the world, so 
that you can speak a word like the other powers.”7 
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A Prussian Giant Grenadier  Frederick William I wanted tall, hand

some soldiers. He dressed them in tight, bright uniforms to distinguish 

them from the peasant population from which most soldiers came.  

He also ordered several 

portraits of his favorites, 

such as this one, from his 
court painter, J. C. Merk. 

Grenadiers ( greh-nuh-

 DEERZ) wore the miter 
cap instead of an ordinary 
hat so that they could 

hurl their heavy grenades 
unimpeded by a broad 

brim. (Deutsches Historisches

Museum, Berlin, Germany/© DHM/ 

The Bridgeman Art Library) 

Penny-  pinching and  hard-  working, Frederick 
William achieved results. The king and his ministers 
built an exceptionally honest and conscientious 
bureaucracy to administer the country and foster eco
nomic development. Twelfth in Europe in population, 
Prussia had the  fourth- largest army by 1740. The Prus
sian army was the best in Europe, astonishing foreign 
observers with its precision, skill, and discipline. As 
one Western traveler put it: “There is no theatre in 
Berlin whatsoever, diversion is understood to be the 
handsome troops who parade daily. A special attraction 
is the great Potsdam Grenadier Regiment . . . when 
they practice drill, when they fire and when they parade 
up and down, it is as if they form a single body.”8 

Nevertheless, Prussians paid a heavy and lasting 
price for the obsessions of their royal drillmaster. 

Army expansion was achieved in part through forced 
conscription, which was declared lifelong in 1713. 
Desperate draftees fled the country or injured them
selves to avoid service. Finally, in 1733 Frederick 
William I ordered that all Prussian men would undergo 
military training and serve as reservists in the army, 
allowing him to preserve both agricultural production 
and army size. To appease the Junkers, the king enlisted 
them to lead his growing army. The proud nobility 
thus commanded the peasantry in the army as well as 
on the estates. 

With all men harnessed to the war machine, Prus
sian civil society became rigid and highly disciplined. 
As a Prussian minister later summed up, “To keep 
quiet is the first civic duty.”9 Thus the policies of 
Frederick William I, combined with harsh peasant 
bondage and Junker tyranny, laid the foundations for a 
highly militaristic country. 

The Development of Russia 
and the Ottoman Empire 
FOCUS  QUESTION  What were the distinctive 

features of Russian and Ottoman absolutism? 

Russia occupied a unique position among Eurasian 
states. With borders straddling eastern Europe and 
northwestern Asia, its development into a strong 
imperial state drew on elements from both continents. 
Like the growth of the Muslim empires in Central and 
South Asia and the Ming Dynasty in China, the expan
sion of Russia was a result of the weakening of the 
great Mongol Empire. After declaring independence 
from the Mongols, the Russian tsars conquered a vast 
empire, extending through North Asia all the way to 
the Pacific Ocean.  State- building and territorial expan
sion culminated during the reign of Peter the Great, 
who forcibly introduced elements of Western culture 
and society. 

While Europeans debated, and continued to 
debate, whether or not Russia was a Western society, 
there was no question in their minds that the Otto
mans were outsiders. Even absolutist rulers disdained 
Ottoman sultans as cruel and tyrannical despots. 
Despite stereotypes, however, the Ottoman Empire 
was in many ways more tolerant than its Western 
counterparts, providing protection and security to 
other religions while steadfastly maintaining the 
Muslim faith. The  Ottoman state combined the Byz
antine heritage of the territory it had conquered with 
Persian and Arab traditions. Flexibility and openness 
to other ideas and practices were sources of strength 
for the empire. 
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Mongol Rule in Russia and 
the Rise of Moscow 

In the thirteenth century the Mongols had conquered 
Kievan Rus, the medieval Slavic state centered first at 
Novgorod and then at Kiev, a city on the Dnieper 
River; this state included most of present-  day 
Ukraine, Belarus, and part of northwest Russia. For 
two hundred years, the Mongols forced the Slavic 
princes to submit to their rule and to render tribute 
and slaves. The princes of the Grand Duchy of Mos
cow, a principality within Kievan Rus, became par
ticularly adept at serving the Mongols. They loyally 
put down uprisings and collected the khan’s taxes. 
Eventually the Muscovite princes were able to destroy 
the other princes who were their rivals for power. 
Ivan III (r. 1462–1505), known as Ivan the Great, 
successfully expanded the principality of Moscow 
eastward toward the Baltic Sea and westward to the 
Ural Mountains and the Siberian frontier. 

By 1480 Ivan III was strong enough to refuse to pay 
tribute to the Mongols and declare the autonomy of 
Moscow. To legitimize their new position, Ivan and his 
successors borrowed elements of Mongol rule. They 
forced weaker Slavic principalities to render tribute pre
viously paid to Mongols and borrowed Mongol institu
tions such as the tax system, postal routes, and census. 
Loyalty from the highest-ranking nobles, or boyars, 
helped the Muscovite princes consolidate their power. 

 

 



 

 

Another source of legitimacy for Moscow was its 
claim to the political and religious legacy of the Byzan-
tine Empire. After the fall of Constantinople to the 

Turks in 1453, the princes of Moscow saw themselves 
as the heirs of both the Byzantine caesars (or emperors) 
and the empire’s Orthodox Christianity. The title 
“tsar,” first taken by Ivan IV in 1547, is in fact a con-
traction of caesar. The tsars considered themselves 
rightful and holy rulers, an idea promoted by Ortho-
dox churchmen who spoke of “holy Russia” as the 
“Third Rome.” The marriage of Ivan III to the daugh-
ter of the last Byzantine emperor further enhanced 
Moscow’s assertion of imperial authority. 

Building the Russian Empire 

Developments in Russia took a chaotic turn with the 
reign of Ivan IV (r. 1533–1584), the famous “Ivan the 
Terrible,” who rose to the throne at age three. His 
mother died, possibly poisoned, when he was eight, 
leaving Ivan to suffer insults and neglect from the 
boyars at court. At age sixteen Ivan pushed aside his 
advisers, and in an awe-inspiring ceremony, with gold 
coins pouring down on his head, he majestically 
crowned himself tsar. 

After the sudden death of his wife, however, Ivan 
began a campaign of persecution against those he 

suspected of opposing him. He executed members of 
leading boyar families, along with their families, friends, 
servants, and peasants. To replace them, Ivan created a 
new service nobility, whose loyalty was guaranteed by 
their dependence on the state for land and titles. 

As landlords demanded more from the serfs who sur
vived the persecutions, growing numbers of peasants fled 
toward wild, recently conquered territories to the east and 
south. There they joined free groups and warrior bands 
known as Cossacks. Ivan responded by tying peasants 
ever more firmly to the land and to noble landholders. 
Simultaneously, he ordered that urban dwellers be bound 
to their towns and jobs so that he could tax them more 
heavily. The urban classes had no security in their prop
erty, and even the wealthiest 
merchants were dependent
agents of the tsar. These restric-
tions checked the growth of the 
Russian middle classes and
stood in sharp contrast to eco
nomic and social developments 
in western Europe. 

 

 

 
Ivan combined domestic 

oppression with external
aggression. His reign was suc
cessful in defeating the rem
nants of Mongol power,
adding vast new territories to 
the realm, and laying the 
foundations for the huge,
multiethnic Russian empire. 
In the 1550s, strengthened by 

an alliance with Cossack
bands, Ivan conquered the 
Muslim khanates of Kazan 
and Astrakhan and brought 
the fertile steppe region
around the Volga River under 
Russian control. In the 1580s 
Cossacks fighting for the Russian state crossed the Ural 
Mountains and began the long conquest of Siberia. 
Because of the size of the new territories and their dis
tance from Moscow, the Russian state did not initially 
seek to impose the Orthodox religion and maintained 
local elites in positions of honor and leadership, buy
ing their loyalty with grants of land. In relying on 
cooperation from local elites and ruthlessly exploiting 
the common people, the Russians followed the pattern 
of the Spanish and other early modern European 
imperial states. 

Following Ivan’s death, Russia entered a chaotic 
period known as the “Time of Troubles” (1598–1613). 

■ boyars The highest-ranking members of the Russian nobility.

■ Cossacks Free groups and outlaw armies originally comprising

runaway peasants living on the borders of Russian territory from the 

fourteenth century onward. By the end of the sixteenth century they 

had formed an alliance with the Russian state. 
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Russian Peasant An eighteenth-

 century French artist visiting Russia 

recorded his impressions of the 

daily life of the Russian people in 

this etching of a fish merchant 
pulling his wares through a snowy 
village on a sleigh. Two caviar 
vendors behind him make a sale to 
a young mother standing at her 
doorstep with her baby in her 
arms. (Pierson: Les Amis de Paris–Saint 

Pétersbourgh) 

While Ivan’s relatives struggled for power, Cossacks 
and peasants rebelled against nobles and officials. This 
social explosion from below brought the nobles 
together. They crushed the Cossack rebellion and 
brought Ivan’s sixteen-year-  old grandnephew, Michael 
Romanov, to the throne (r. 1613–1645). The Romanov 
dynasty would endure as one of the most successful 
European absolutist dynasties until the Russian Revo
lution of 1917. 

Like their Western counterparts, the Romanov tsars 
made several important achievements in  state-building 
during the second half of the seventeenth century. After 
a long war, Russia gained land in Ukraine from Poland 
in 1667 and completed the conquest of Siberia by the 
end of the century. Territorial expansion was accompa-

Peter  the Great    This compelling portrait b y 

Grigory Musikiysky captures  the strength and 

determination of  the warrior-tsar  in 1723, afte r 

more than three decades  of personal rule. In 

his hand Peter holds  the scepter, symbol of  
royal sovereignty, and across his breastplate 

is draped an ermine fur, a mark of honor. 

In  the background are the battleships  of  
Russia’s new Baltic fleet and the famous  
St. Peter and St. Paul Fortress  that Peter  
built  in St. Petersburg.  (Hermitage/ 

St. Petersburg, Russia/Bridgeman  Art Library) 

nied by growth of the bureaucracy and the army. The 
tsars employed foreign experts to reform the Russian 
army, and enlisted Cossack warriors to fight Siberian 
campaigns. The great profits from Siberia’s natural 
resources, especially furs, funded the Romanovs’ bid for 
Great Power status. Russian imperialist expansion to 
the east paralleled the Western powers’ exploration and 
conquest of the Atlantic world in the same period. 

The growth of state power did nothing to improve 
the lot of the common people. In 1649 a new law code 
extended serfdom to all peasants in the realm, giving 
lords unrestricted rights over their serfs and establish
ing penalties for harboring runaways. The new code 
also removed the privileges that  non-Russian elites had 
enjoyed within the empire and required conversion to 
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EVALUATING THE EVIDENCE 15. 2 Empires in Mesopotamia

Peter the Great and Foreign Experts
 

� 
At my arrival in Moscow, I fell very  ill of  the Bloody-Flux, 

which made me be in Moscow when his Majesty came 

home: About  the latter end of October I was  somewhat  
recovered, his Majesty  then carried me down to Voronize*  

with him. Voronize  is about 400 English Miles   South-East  
from Moscow. There the Czar  immediately  set up a ship of  
60 guns, where he is both Foreman and Master-Builder; 

and not  to flatter him, I’ll assure your Lordship it will be the 

best  ship among them, and ’tis all from his  own Draught; 

How he fram’d her  together and how he made the Mould, 

and in so  short a time as he did is  really wonderful: But he 

is able at  this day  to put his  own notions  into practice, and 

laugh at his Dutch and Italian builders  for  their  ignorance.  

There are several pieces  of workmanship, as  in the keel, 

stem, and post, which are all purely his  own invention, and 

sound good work, and would be approved of by all the 

shipwrights  of England if  they  saw  it. . . . 

John Deane, an eminent shipbuilder, was one of the many 

foreign artisans and experts brought to Russia by Peter the 

Great after the latter’s foreign tour of 1697. Several months 

after his arrival in Russia, Deane sent a glowing account of 

the tsar’s technical prowess to his patron in England, the 

marquess of Carmarthen, admiral of the English fleet. 

After some time [I] fell sick again; and at Christmas, 

when his Majesty came to Moscow, he brought me 

*Site of the naval shipyard. 

Russian Orthodoxy. Henceforth, Moscow maintained 
strict control of trade and administration throughout 
the empire. 

The peace imposed by harsh Russian rule was dis
rupted in 1670 by a rebellion led by the Cossack 
Stenka Razin, who attracted a great army of urban 
poor and peasants. He and his followers killed land
lords and government officials and proclaimed free
dom from oppression, but their rebellion was defeated 
in 1671. The ease with which Moscow crushed the 
rebellion testifies to the success of the Russian state in 
unifying and consolidating its empire. 

The Reforms of Peter the Great 

Heir to Romanov efforts at  state-building, Peter the 
Great (r. 1682–1725) embarked on a tremendous 
campaign to accelerate and complete these processes. 
A giant for his time at six feet seven inches, and pos
sessing enormous energy and willpower, Peter built on 
the service obligations of Ivan the Terrible and his suc

back again for recovery of my health, where I am at 
present. . . . The whole place is inhabited by the Dutch; 

I believe there may be 400 families. Last Sunday and 

Monday the strangers were invited to the consecration 

of General La Fort’s house, which is the noblest build

ing in Russia, and finely furnisht. There were all the 

envoys, and as near as I could guess 200 gentlemen, 

English, French, and Dutch, and about as many ladies; 

each day were dancing and musick. All the envoys, and 

all the lords (but three in Moscow) are going to Voronize 

to see the fleet, I suppose. His majesty went last Sunday 
to Voronize with Prince Alexander and I am to go down 

(being something recovered) with the Vice-  Admiral 

about six days hence. 

EVALUATE THE EVIDENCE 

1. 	 According to Deane, what evidence did Peter give of

his skills in shipbuilding? Based on this document, how

would you characterize the relationship between Peter

the Great and his foreign experts?

2. What other evidence does Deane provide of the

impact of foreigners on life in Russia?

Source: John Deane, A Letter from Moscow to the Marquess of Carmarthen, 

Relating to the Czar of Muscovy’s Forwardness in His Great Navy, & c. Since His 

Return Home, London, 1699. 

cessors and continued their tradition of territorial 
expansion. In particular, he was determined to gain 
access to the sea for his virtually landlocked state. 

Peter realized a first step toward this goal by con
quering the Ottoman fort of Azov in 1696 and 
quickly built Russia’s first navy base. In 1697 the tsar 
led a group of 250 Russian officials and young nobles 
on an eighteen- month tour of western European cap
itals. Peter was fascinated by foreign technology and 
he hoped to forge an anti-Ottoman alliance to 
strengthen his claims on the Black Sea. Traveling 
unofficially to avoid lengthy diplomatic ceremonies, 
Peter met with foreign kings, master shipbuilders, 
gunners, and other specialists. He failed to secure a 
military alliance, but he did learn his lessons from the 
growing power of the Dutch and the English. He also 
engaged more than a hundred foreign experts to 
return with him to Russia to help build the navy and 
improve Russian infrastructure. (See “Evaluating the 
Evidence 15.2: Peter the Great and Foreign Experts,” 
above.) 
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Having failed to gain support for an  anti- Ottoman 
alliance and suffering a reversal of fortune at Azov, 
Peter switched tactics and entered into a secret agree
ment with Denmark and Poland to wage a sudden war 
of aggression against Sweden with the goal of securing 
access to the Baltic Sea. Peter and his allies believed 
that their combined forces could win easy victories 
because Sweden was in the hands of a new and inexpe
rienced king.

 Eighteen-  year-  old Charles XII of Sweden (1697– 
1718) surprised Peter. He defeated Denmark quickly 
in 1700, then turned on Russia. In a blinding snow
storm, his well- trained professional army attacked and 
routed unsuspecting Russians besieging the Swedish 
fortress of Narva on the Baltic coast. It was, for the 
Russians, a grim beginning to the long and brutal 
Great Northern War, which lasted from 1700 to 1721. 

Peter responded to this defeat with new measures to 
increase state power, strengthen his military forces, and 
gain victory. He required all nobles to serve in the 
army or in the civil administration — for life. Since a 
more modern army and government required skilled 
experts, Peter created new schools and universities and 

Peter the Great Cutting a Boyar’s 
Beard As part of his westernization 

program, Peter the Great obliged 

Russian men to shave their long 

beards, a shock to traditional Ortho

dox notions of masculinity. Like many 
of his reforms, these were aimed 

primarily at the noble boyars; many 
peasants continued to wear beards in 

the countryside. (Universal History Archive/ 

Getty Images) 

required every young nobleman to spend five years in 
education away from home. Peter established an inter
locking military- civilian bureaucracy with fourteen 
ranks, and he decreed that all had to start at the bot
tom and work toward the top. The system allowed 
some people of non- noble origins to rise to high posi
tions, a rarity in Europe at the time. These measures 
gradually combined to make the army and government 
more powerful and efficient. 

Peter also greatly increased the service requirements 
of commoners. In the wake of the Narva disaster, he 
established a regular standing army of more than two 
hundred thousand  peasant- soldiers, drafted for life 
and commanded by noble officers. He added an addi
tional hundred thousand men in special regiments of 
Cossacks and foreign mercenaries. To fund the army, 
taxes on peasants increased threefold during Peter’s 
reign. Serfs were also arbitrarily assigned to work in the 
growing number of factories and mines that supplied 
the military. Under Peter, Russia’s techniques for 
governing its territories — including the policing of 
borders and individual identity documents — were far 
ahead of those of most other imperial powers. 
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 ca. 1589 – 1725 The Development of Russia and the Ottoman Empire 

In 1709 Peter’s new war machine was able to crush 
the small army of Sweden in Ukraine at Poltava, one of 
the most significant battles in Russian history. Russia’s 
victory against Sweden was conclusive in 1721, and 
Estonia and present- day Latvia came under Russian 
rule for the first time. The cost was high: warfare con
sumed 80 to 85 percent of all revenues. But Russia 
became the dominant power in the Baltic and very 
much a great European power. 

After his victory at Poltava, Peter channeled 
enormous resources into building a new Western- style 
capital on the Baltic to rival the great cities of Europe. 
Originally a desolate and swampy Swedish outpost, 
the magnificent city of St. Petersburg was designed to 
reflect modern urban planning, with wide, straight 
avenues, buildings set in a uniform line, and large 
parks. Each summer,  twenty- five thousand to forty 
thousand peasants were sent to provide construction 
labor in St. Petersburg without pay. 

There were other important consequences of Peter’s 
reign. For Peter, modernization meant westernization, 
and he encouraged the spread of Western culture along 
with technology and urban planning. Peter required 
nobles to shave their heavy beards and wear Western 
clothing, previously banned in Russia. He also ordered 
them to attend parties where young men and women 
would mix together and freely choose their own 
spouses. From these efforts a new elite class of Western- 
oriented Russians began to emerge. 

Peter’s reforms were unpopular with many Russians. 
For nobles, one of Peter’s most detested reforms was 
the imposition of unigeniture — inheritance of land by 
one son alone — cutting daughters and other sons 
from family property. For peasants, the reign of the 
tsar saw a significant increase in the bonds of serfdom, 
and the gulf between the enserfed peasantry and the 
educated nobility increased. Despite the unpopularity 
of Peter’s reforms, his modernizing and westernizing of 
Russia paved the way for it to move somewhat closer to 
the European mainstream in its thought and institu
tions during the Enlightenment, especially under 
Catherine the Great. 

The Ottoman Empire 

Most Christian Europeans perceived the Ottomans as 
the antithesis of their own values and traditions and 
viewed the empire as driven by an insatiable lust for 
warfare and conquest. In their view the fall of Con
stantinople was a historic catastrophe and the taking of 
the Balkans a form of despotic imprisonment. To 
Ottoman eyes, the world looked very different. The 
siege of Constantinople liberated a glorious city from 
its long decline under the Byzantines. Rather than 
being a despoiled captive, the Balkans were a haven for 
refugees fleeing the growing intolerance of Western 

Christian powers. The Ottoman Empire provided a 
safe haven for Jews, Muslims, and even some  Christians 
from the Inquisition and religious war. 

The Ottomans came out of Central Asia as con
quering warriors, settled in Anatolia ( present-  day 
Turkey), and, at their peak in the  mid-sixteenth 
century, ruled one of the most powerful empires in the 
world (see Chapter 14). Their possessions stretched 
from western Persia across North Africa and into the 
heart of central Europe (Map 15.4). 

The Ottoman Empire was built on a unique model 
of state and society. Agricultural land was the personal 
hereditary property of the sultan, and peasants paid 
taxes to use the land. There was therefore an almost 
complete absence of private landed property and no 
hereditary nobility. The Ottomans also employed a 
distinctive form of government administration. The 
top ranks of the bureaucracy were staffed by the 
sultan’s slave corps. Because Muslim law prohibited 
enslaving other Muslims, the sultan’s agents purchased 
slaves along the borders of the empire. Within the 
realm, the sultan levied a “tax” of one thousand to 
three thousand male children on the conquered 
Christian populations in the Balkans every year. These 
young slaves were raised in Turkey as Muslims and 
were trained to fight and to administer. Unlike 
enslaved Africans in European colonies, who faced a 
dire fate, the most talented Ottoman slaves rose to the 
top of the bureaucracy, where they might acquire 
wealth and power. The less fortunate formed the core 
of the sultan’s army, the janissary corps. These highly 
organized and efficient troops gave the Ottomans a 
formidable advantage in war with western Europeans. 
By 1683 service in the janissary corps had become so 
prestigious that the sultan ceased recruitment by 
force, and it became a volunteer army open to Chris
tians and Muslims. 

The Ottomans divided their subjects into religious 
communities, and each millet, or “nation,” enjoyed 
autonomous self-government under its religious lead
ers. The Ottoman Empire recognized Orthodox 
Christians, Jews, Armenian Christians, and Muslims 
as distinct millets, but despite its tolerance, the empire 
was an explicitly Islamic state. The millet system cre
ated a powerful bond between the Ottoman ruling 
class and religious leaders, who supported the sultan’s 
rule in return for extensive authority over their own 

■  sultan The  ruler  of  the  Ottoman Empire;  he  owned all  the agricultural 

land  of  the  empire and  was  served  by an army and  bureaucracy  
composed  of  highly  trained  slaves. 

■  janissary  corps  The  core  of  the  sultan’s army, composed  of  slave 

conscripts  from   non-Muslim  parts  of  the  empire; after 1683 it  became a 

volunteer  force. 

■  millet system  A  system used  by  the  Ottomans  whereby  subjects 

were  divided  into  religious  communities, with  each  millet  (nation)  
enjoying autonomous   self-government under  its  religious  leaders. 
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MAP 15.4   The  Ottoman Empire at Its  Height, 1566   The Ottomans, like their great  rivals  the Habsburgs, 

rose to  rule a vast dynastic empire encompassing many different peoples and ethnic groups. The army and 

the bureaucracy  served to unite the disparate territories  into a single state under an absolutist  ruler. 

communities. Each millet collected taxes for the state, 
regulated group behavior, and maintained law courts, 
schools, houses of worship, and hospitals for its people. 

Istanbul (known outside the empire by its original 
name, Constantinople) was the capital of the empire. 
The “old palace” was for the sultan’s female family 
members, who lived in isolation under the care of 
eunuchs, men who were castrated to prevent sexual 
relations with women. The newer Topkapi palace was 
where officials worked and young slaves trained for 
future administrative or military careers. Sultans mar
ried women of the highest social standing, while keep
ing many concubines of low rank. To prevent the elite 
families into which they married from acquiring influ
ence over the government, sultans procreated only 
with their concubines and not with official wives. They 
also adopted a policy of allowing each concubine to 

produce only one male heir. At a young age, each son 
went to govern a province of the empire accompanied 
by his mother. These practices were intended to stabi
lize power and prevent a recurrence of the civil wars of 
the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. 

Sultan Suleiman undid these policies when he 
boldly married his concubine, a former slave of Polish 
origin named Hürrem, and had several children with 
her. (See “Individuals in Society: Hürrem,” at right.) 
Starting with Suleiman, imperial wives began to take 
on more power. Marriages were arranged between 
sultans’ daughters and high-ranking servants, creating 
powerful new members of the imperial household. 
Over time, the sultan’s exclusive authority waned in 
favor of a more bureaucratic administration. 

Like European states, the Ottoman Empire suf
fered significant crises in the late sixteenth and early 
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INDIVIDUALS IN SOCIETY 
Hürrem 

I
n Muslim culture,  harem means a sacred place or a sanctuary. 

The term was applied to  the part  of  the household occupied  

by  women and children and forbidden to men outside the  

family. The most  famous harem member  in Ottoman history  
was Hürrem, wife of Suleiman the Magnificent. 

Like many  of  the sultan’s concubines, Hürrem (1505?–1558) 

was  of  foreign birth. Tradition holds  that  she was  born 

A leksandra Lisowska  in the kingdom of Poland ( present-day  
Ukraine). Captured during a Tartar  raid and enslaved,  she 

entered the imperial harem between 1517 and 1520, when she 

was about fifteen years  old. Reports  from Venetian visitors  
claimed that  she was  not  outstandingly beautiful, but was  
possessed of wonderful grace, charm, and good humor, earn

ing her  the Turkish nickname Hürrem, or “joyful one.” Soon 

after her arrival, Hürrem became the imperial favorite. 

Suleiman’s love  for Hürrem led him to  set aside all prece

dents  for  the role of a concubine, including the rule that con

cubines must cease having children once they gave birth to a 

male heir. By 1531 Hürrem had given Suleiman one daughter  
and five sons. In 1533 or 1534 Suleiman entered formal mar

riage with his  consort — an unprecedented and scandalous  
honor  for a concubine. Suleiman reportedly lavished atten

tion on his  wife and defied convention by allowing her  to  
remain in the palace throughout her life instead of accompa

nying her  son to a provincial governorship. 

Contemporaries were shocked by Hürrem’s  influence over  
the sultan and resentful of  the apparent  role she played in 

politics and diplomacy. The Venetian ambassador Bassano  
wrote that “the Janissaries and the entire court hate her and 

her children likewise, but because the Sultan loves her, no  
one dares  to  speak.”* Court  rumors  circulated that Hürrem 

used witchcraft  to control the sultan and ordered the sultan’s  
execution of his   first-born son by another mother. 

The correspondence between Suleiman and Hürrem, un

available until the nineteenth century, along with Suleiman’s  
own diaries, confirms her  status  as  the sultan’s  most  trusted 

confidant and adviser. During his  frequent absences, the pair  
exchanged passionate love letters. Hürrem included political 

information and warned of potential uprisings. She also  inter

vened in affairs between the empire and her  former  home, 

apparently helping Poland attain its  privileged diplomatic 

status. She brought a feminine touch to diplomatic relations, 

sending personally embroidered articles  to  foreign leaders. 

Hürrem used her enormous pension to  contribute a 

mosque, two  schools, a hospital, a fountain, and two public 

baths  to Istanbul. In Jerusalem, Mecca, and Istanbul, she pro

vided soup kitchens and hospices  for pilgrims and the poor. 

She died in 1558, eight  years before her husband. Her  son 

Selim II (r. 1566–1574) inherited the throne. 

*Quoted in Galina Yermolenko, “Roxolana: The Greatest Empresse of the East,” 

The Muslim World 95 (2005): 235. 

This portrait emphasizes the beauty and  sensual allure of Hürrem, 

who journeyed from  slave to harem favorite to wife of the  sultan  
and  mother of his  successor.  (Pictures  from History/ akg-images) 

Relying on Western observers’reports, historians tradition

ally depicted Hürrem as a manipulative and  power-hungry 
social climber. They portrayed her career as the beginning of 
a “sultanate of  women” in which strong imperial leadership 

gave way to court intrigue and debauchery. More recent his

torians have emphasized the intelligence and courage 

Hürrem demonstrated in navigating the ruthlessly  competi

tive world of the harem. 

Hürrem’s journey from Ukrainian maiden to concubine to 
sultan’s  wife captured enormous public attention. She is the 

subject of numerous paintings, plays, and novels, as well as an 

opera, a ballet, and a symphony  by the composer Haydn. 

Interest in and suspicion of Hürrem continues. In 2003 a Turk

ish miniseries once more depicted her as a scheming intriguer. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS 
1. What types of power did Hürrem exercise during her

lifetime? How did her gender enable her to attain certain 

kinds of power and also constrain her ability to exercise it? 

2. What can an exceptional woman like Hürrem reveal about

the broader political and social world in which she lived? 

Source: Leslie P. Pierce, The Imperial Harem: Women and Sovereignty in the 

Ottoman Empire (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
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seventeenth centuries. Raised in the harem rather than 
taking on provincial governorships, the sultans who 
followed Suleiman were inexperienced and faced 
numerous political revolts. Ottoman finances suffered 
from the loss of international trade to the Portuguese 
and the Dutch, and the empire — like Spain — suffered 
from rising prices and a shrinking population. While 
the Bourbon monarchy was modernizing and enlarg
ing the French army, the Ottomans failed to adopt 
new military technologies and training methods. As a 
result, its military strength, long feared throughout 
Europe, declined, leading ultimately to the ceding of 
Hungary and Transylvania to the  Austrian Habsburgs 
in 1699 (see page 482). The Ottoman state adapted to 
these challenges with some measure of success, but did 
not recover the glory it held under  Suleiman. 

Constitutional Rule in England 
and the Dutch Republic 
FOCUS QUESTION Why and how did the constitutional state 

triumph in the Dutch Republic and England? 

While France, Prussia, Russia, and Austria developed 
absolutist states, England and the Netherlands evolved 
toward constitutionalism, which is the limitation of 
government by law. Constitutionalism also implies a 
balance between the authority and power of the 
government, on the one hand, and the rights and lib
erties of the subjects, on the other. By definition, all 
constitutionalist governments have a constitution, be 
it written or unwritten. A nation’s constitution may be 
embodied in one basic document and occasionally 
revised by amendment, like the Constitution of the 
United States. Or it may be only partly formalized and 
include parliamentary statutes, judicial decisions, and 
a body of traditional procedures and practices, like the 
English and Dutch constitutions. 

Despite their common commitment to constitu
tional government, England and the Dutch Republic 
represented significantly different alternatives to 
absolute rule. After decades of civil war and an exper
iment with republicanism, the English opted for a 

■  constitutionalism  A  form  of  government  in  which  power  is 

limited  by  law and  balanced  between  the authority and  power  of  the  
government, on  the  one  hand, and  the  rights and  liberties  of  the  
subjects  or  citizens  on  the  other  hand;  could  include  constitutional  
monarchies  or  republics. 

■  republicanism  A  form  of  government  in  which  there  is  no  monarch 

and  power  rests  in  the  hands  of  the  people as  exercised  through  
elected  representatives. 

■  Puritans  Members  of a sixteenth- and   seventeenth-century  reform 

movement  within  the  Church  of England  that advocated  purifying  it  
of  Roman  Catholic  elements, like  bishops, elaborate  ceremonials, and  
wedding  rings. 

constitutional monarchy in 1688. This settlement, 
which has endured to this day, retained a monarch as 
the titular head of government but vested sovereignty 
in an elected parliament. Upon gaining independence 
from Spain in 1648, the Dutch rejected monarchical 
rule, adopting a republican form of government in 
which elected estates held supreme power. Neither 
was democratic by any standard, but to frustrated 
inhabitants of absolutist states they were shining 
examples of the restraint of arbitrary power and the 
rule of law. 

Religious Divides and 
Civil War 

In 1588 Queen Elizabeth I of England (r. 1558–1603) 
exercised very great personal power; by 1689 the  English 
monarchy was severely circumscribed. A rare female 
monarch, Elizabeth was able to maintain control over 
her realm in part by refusing to marry and submit to a 
husband. She was immensely popular with her people, 
but left no immediate heir to continue her legacy. 

In 1603 Elizabeth’s Scottish cousin James Stuart 
succeeded her as James I (r. 1603–1625). Like Louis 
XIV, James believed that a monarch has a divine right 
to his authority and is responsible only to God. James 
went so far as to lecture the House of Commons: 
“There are no privileges and immunities which can 
stand against a divinely appointed King.” Such a view 
ran directly counter to the  long- standing English tra
dition that a person’s property could not be taken 
away without due process of law. James I and his son 
Charles I (r. 1625–1649) considered such constraints 
intolerable and a threat to their  divine- right preroga
tive. Consequently, bitter squabbles erupted between 
the Crown and the House of Commons. The expenses 
of England’s intervention in the Thirty Years’ War, 
through hostilities with Spain (1625–1630) and 
France (1627–1629), only exacerbated tensions. 
Charles I’s response was to refuse to summon Parlia
ment from 1629 onward. 

Religious issues also embittered relations between 
the king and the House of Commons. In the early sev
enteenth century many English people felt dissatisfied 
with the Church of England established by Henry VIII 
(r. 1509–1547). Calvinist Puritans wanted to take the 
Reformation further by “purifying” the Anglican 
Church of Roman Catholic elements — elaborate vest
ments and ceremonials, bishops, and even the giving 
and wearing of wedding rings. 

James I responded to such ideas by declaring, “No 
bishop, no king.” For James, bishops were among the 
chief supporters of the throne. His son and successor, 
Charles I, further antagonized religious sentiments 
by marrying a French princess and supporting the 
heavy- handed policies of the archbishop of Canter
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Van Dyck, Charles I at the Hunt, 

ca. 1635   Anthony Van Dyck was  the 

greatest  of Rubens’s many  students. 

In 1633 he became court painter  to  
Charles I. This portrait  of Charles just  
dismounted from a horse emphasizes  
the aristocratic bearing, elegance, 

and innate authority  of  the king. Van 

Dyck’s  success led to  innumerable 

commissions by members  of  the 

court and aristocratic society. He had 

a profound influence on portraiture in 

England and beyond; some scholars  
believe that  this portrait  influenced 

Rigaud’s 1701 portrayal of Louis XIV 

(see page 473). (Musée  du Louvre, Paris, 

France/Bridgeman Images) 

bury William Laud (1573–1645). Laud provoked 
outrage by imposing two new elements on church 
organization in Scotland: a new prayer book, mod
eled on the Anglican Book of Common Prayer, and 
bishoprics. 

Charles avoided addressing grievances against him 
by refusing to call Parliament into session from 1629 
to 1640. Instead, he financed his government through 
extraordinary stopgap levies considered illegal by most 
English people. However, when Scottish Calvinists 
revolted against his religious policies, Charles was 
forced to summon Parliament to obtain funds for an 
army to put down the revolt. Accordingly, this Parlia
ment, called the “Long Parliament” because it sat from 
1640 to 1660, enacted legislation that limited the 
power of the monarch, and made government without 
Parliament impossible. 

In 1641 the Parliament passed the Triennial Act, 
which compelled the king to summon Parliament 
every three years. The  Commons impeached Arch
bishop Laud and then threatened to abolish bishops. 

King Charles, fearful of a Scottish invasion — the 
original reason for summoning Parliament — 
reluctantly accepted these measures. 

The next act in the conflict was precipitated by the 
outbreak of rebellion in Ireland, where English 
governors and landlords had long exploited the people. 
In 1641 the Catholic gentry of Ireland led an uprising 
in response to a feared invasion by  anti- Catholic forces 
of the British Long Parliament. 

Without an army, Charles I could neither come to 
terms with the Scots nor respond to the Irish rebellion. 
After a failed attempt to arrest parliamentary leaders, 
Charles left London for the north of England, where 
he began to raise an army. In response, Parliament 
formed its own army, the New Model Army, composed 
of the militia of the city of London and country squires 
with business connections. During the spring of 1642 
both sides prepared for war. In July a linen weaver 
became the first casualty of the civil war during a skir
mish between royal and parliamentary forces in 
 Manchester. 
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The En glish Civil War, 
1642–1649

The English civil war
(1642–1649) pitted the
power of the king against 
that of the Parliament. After 
three years of fighting, Parlia-
ment’s New Model Army
defeated the king’s armies at 
the Battles of Naseby and 
Langport in the summer of 
1645. Charles, though, re-
fused to concede defeat. Both 
sides jockeyed for position, 
waiting for a decisive event. 
This arrived in the form of 
the army under the leader-
ship of Oliver Crom well, a 
member of the House of
Commons and a devout
P uritan. In 1647 Cromwell’s 
forces captured the king and 

dismissed  anti- C romwell members of the Parliament. 
In 1649 the remaining represen tatives, known as the 
“Rump Parliament,” put Charles on trial for high 
treason. Charles was found guilty and beheaded on 
January 30, 1649, an act that sent shock waves
around Europe. 

The Puritan Protectorate

With the execution of Charles, kingship was abolished. 
The question remained of how the country would be
governed. One answer was provided by philosopher

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679). Hobbes held a pessi-
mistic view of human nature and believed that, left to 
themselves, humans would compete violently for
power and wealth. The only solution, as he outlined in 
his 1651 treatise Leviathan, was a social contract in
which all members of society placed themselves under 
the absolute rule of the sovereign, who would maintain 
peace and order. Hobbes imagined society as a human 
body in which the monarch served as head and indi-
vidual subjects together made up the body. Just as the 
body cannot sever its own head, so Hobbes believed 
that society could not, having accepted the contract, 
rise up against its king.

 

 

Hobbes’s longing for a benevolent absolute mon-
arch was not widely shared in England. Instead,  Oliver 
Cromwell and his supporters enshrined a common-
wealth, or republican government, known as the 
Protectorate. Theoretically, legislative power rested in 
the surviving members of Parliament, and executive 
power was lodged in a council of state. In fact, the 
army controlled the government, and Oliver  Cromwell 
controlled the army, ruling what was essentially a 
 military dictatorship.

The army prepared a constitution, the Instrument of 
Government (1653), that invested executive power in a 
lord protector (Cromwell) and a council of state. It pro-
vided for  triennial parliaments and gave Parliament the 
sole power to raise taxes. But after repeated disputes, 
Cromwell dismissed Parliament in 1655, and the instru-
ment was never formally endorsed. Cromwell contin-
ued the standing army and proclaimed  quasi-  martial
law. He divided England into twelve military districts, 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

The Family of Henry Chorley, 

Haberdasher of Preston,  

ca. 1680  This painting 

celebrates the Puritan family 

values of order, discipline, and 

 self-  restraint. The wife is 

surrounded by her young 

children, emphasizing her 

motherly duties, while her 

husband is flanked by their 

grown sons. Nevertheless, the 

woman’s expression suggests 

she is a  strong-  minded partner 

to her husband, not meekly 

subservient. The couple 

probably worked side by side in

the family business of selling 

men’s clothing and accessories. 
(Oil on canvas/Harris Museum and Art 

Gallery, Preston, Lancashire, UK/Bridgeman 

Images)
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Puritan Occupations 
These twelve engravings  
depict  typical Puritan 

occupations and show that  
the Puritans came primarily  
from the artisan and lower  
middle classes. The governing  

classes and peasants made 

up a much smaller percent

age of  the Puritans and 

generally adhered to  the 

traditions  of  the Church of  
England. (Private  Collection/© Look 

and Learn/Peter Jackson  Collection/ 

Bridgeman Images) 

each governed by a major general. Reflecting Puritan 
ideas of morality, Cromwell’s state forbade sports, closed 
the theaters, and rigorously censored the press. 

On the issue of religion, Cromwell favored some 
degree of toleration, and the Instrument of Govern
ment gave all Christians except Roman Catholics the 
right to practice their faith. Cromwell had long associ
ated Catholicism in Ireland with sedition and heresy, 
and led an army there to reconquer the country in 
August 1649. One month later, his forces crushed a 
rebellion at Drogheda and massacred the garrison. 
After Cromwell’s departure for England, atrocities 
worsened. The English banned Catholicism in 
Ireland, executed priests, and confiscated land from 
Catholics for English and Scottish settlers. These 
brutal acts left a legacy of Irish hatred for England. 

Cromwell adopted mercantilist policies similar to 
those of absolutist France. He enforced a Navigation 
Act (1651) requiring that English goods be trans
ported on English ships. The act was a great boost to 
the development of an English merchant marine and 
brought about a short but successful war with the 

commercially threatened Dutch. While mercantilist 
legislation ultimately benefited English commerce, for 
ordinary people the turmoil of foreign war only added 
to the harsh conditions of life induced by years of civil 
war. Cromwell also welcomed the immigration of 
Jews because of their skills in business, and they began 
to return to England after four centuries of absence. 

The Protectorate collapsed when Cromwell died in 
1658 and his ineffectual son succeeded him. Fed up with 
military rule, the English longed for a return to civilian 
government and, with it, common law and social stabil
ity. By 1660 they were ready to restore the monarchy. 

The Restoration of the 
English Monarchy 

The Restoration of 1660 brought to the throne Charles 
II (r. 1660–1685), eldest son of Charles I, who had 
been living on the continent. Both houses of Parliament 
were also restored, together with the established 

■  Protectorate  The English  military  dictatorship  (1653–1658)  established 

by  Oliver  Cromwell  following  the  execution  of  Charles I. 
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Anglican Church. The Restoration failed to resolve two 
serious problems, however. What was to be the attitude 
of the state toward Puritans, Catholics, and dissenters 
from the established church? And what was to be the 
relationship between the king and Parliament? 

To answer the first question, Parliament enacted the 
Test Act of 1673 against those outside the Church of 
England, denying them the right to vote, hold public 
office, preach, teach, attend the universities, or even 
assemble for meetings. But these restrictions could not 
be enforced. When the Quaker William Penn held a 
meeting of his Friends and was arrested, the jury 
refused to convict him. 

In politics, Charles II’s initial determination to 
work well with Parliament did not last long. Finding 
that Parliament did not grant him an adequate 
income, in 1670 Charles entered into a secret agree
ment with his cousin Louis XIV. The French king 
would give Charles £200,000 annually, and in return 
Charles would relax the laws against Catholics, grad
ually re- Catholicize England, and convert to Cathol
icism himself. When the details of this treaty leaked 
out, a great wave of  anti- Catholic sentiment swept 
England. 

When Charles died and his Catholic brother James  
became king, the worst English  anti-  Catholic fears  
were realized. In violation of the Test Act, James II  
(r. 1685–1688) appointed Roman Catholics to posi
tions in the army, the universities, and local govern
ment. When these actions were challenged in the  
courts, the judges, whom James had appointed,  
decided in favor of the king. James and his support
ers opened new Catholic churches and schools and  
issued tracts promoting Catholicism. Attempting to  
broaden his base of support with Protestant dissent
ers and nonconformists, James granted religious free
dom to all. 

James’s opponents, a powerful coalition of eminent 
persons in Parliament and the Church of England, bit
terly resisted James’s ambitions. They offered the 
English throne to James’s heir, his Protestant daughter 
Mary, and her Dutch husband, Prince William of 
Orange. In December 1688 James II, his queen, and 
their infant son fled to France and became pensioners 
of Louis XIV. Early in 1689 William and Mary were 
crowned king and queen of England. 

Constitutional Monarchy 

The English call the events of 1688 and 1689 the 
“Glorious Revolution” because they believe it replaced 

■  Test Act Legislation, passed  by  the English Parliament  in 1673, to 

secure  the  position  of  the  Anglican  Church  by  stripping Puritans, 

Catholics, and  other  dissenters  of  the  right  to  vote, preach, assemble, 

hold  public  office, and  teach at  or attend  the universities. 

■  stadholder The  executive  officer  in  each  of  the  United Provinces  of 

the  Netherlands, a position  often  held  by  the  princes  of  Orange. 

one king with another with barely any bloodshed. In 
truth, William’s arrival sparked revolutionary riots 
and violence across the British Isles and in North 
American cities such as Boston and New York. Upris
ings by  supporters of James, known as Jacobites, 
occurred in 1689 in Scotland. In Ireland, the two 
sides waged outright war from 1689 to 1691. 
William’s victory at the Battle of the Boyne (1690) 
and the subsequent Treaty of Limerick (1691) sealed 
his accession to power. 

In England, the revolution represented the final 
destruction of the idea of  divine- right monarchy. The 
men who brought about the revolution framed their 
intentions in the Bill of Rights, which was formu
lated in direct response to Stuart absolutism. Law was 
to be made in Parliament; once made, it could not be 
suspended by the Crown. Parliament had to be called 
at least once every three years. The independence of 
the judiciary was established, and there was to be no 
standing army in peacetime. Protestants could pos
sess arms, but the Catholic minority could not. A 
Catholic could not inherit the throne. Additional leg
islation granted freedom of worship to Protestant dis
senters, but not to Catholics. William and Mary 
accepted these principles when they took the throne, 
and the House of Parliament passed the Bill of Rights 
in December 1689. 

The Glorious Revolution and the concept of repre
sentative government found its best defense in politi
cal philosopher John Locke’s Two Treatises of
 Government (1690). Locke (1632–1704) maintained 
that a government that oversteps its proper func
tion — protecting the natural rights of life, liberty, 
and property — becomes a tyranny. (See “Evaluating 
the Evidence 15.3: John Locke, Two Treatises of Gov
ernment,” at right.) By “natural” rights Locke meant 
rights basic to all men because all have the ability to 
reason. Under a tyrannical government, the people 
have the natural right to rebellion. On the basis of 
this link, he justified limiting the vote to property 
owners. Locke’s idea that there are natural or univer
sal rights equally valid for all peoples and societies 
was especially popular in colonial America. American 
colonists also appreciated his arguments that Native 
Americans had no property rights since they did not 
cultivate the land and, by extension, no political 
rights because they possessed no property. 

Although the events of 1688 and 1689 brought 
England closer to Locke’s ideal, they did not con
stitute a democratic revolution. The revolution 
placed sovereignty in Parliament, and Parliament 
represented the upper classes. The age of aristo
cratic government lasted at least until 1832 and in 
many ways until 1928, when women received full 
voting rights. 
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EVALUATING THE EVIDENCE 15.3 Empires in Mesopotamia

John Locke, Two Treatises of Government
 

In 1688 opponents of King James II invited his daughter Mary 

and her husband, the Dutch prince William of Orange, to 

take the throne of England. James fled for the safety of 

France. One of the most outspoken proponents of the 

“Glorious Revolution” that brought William and Mary to the 

throne was philosopher John Locke. In this passage, Locke 

argues that sovereign power resides in the people, who may 

reject a monarch who does not obey the law. 

� 
But government  into whosesoever hands  it  is put, being 

as I have before shown, entrusted with this condition, and 

for  this end, that men might have and secure their  
properties, the prince or  senate, however  it may have  

power  to make laws  for  the regulation of property  
between the subjects  one amongst another, yet can 

never have a power  to  take to  themselves  the whole, or  
any part  of  the subjects’ property, without  their  own 

consent. For  this would be in effect  to leave them no  
property at  all. . . . 

’Tis true, governments cannot be supported without 
great charge, and ’tis fit every one who enjoys his share of 
the protection, should pay, out of this estate, his proportion 

for the maintenance of it. But still it must be with his own 

consent, i.e., the consent of the majority, giving it either by 
themselves, or their representatives chosen by them; for if 
any one shall claim a power to lay and levy taxes on the 

people, by his own authority, and without such consent of 
the people, he thereby invades the fundamental law of 
property, and subverts the end of government. For what 

property have I in that which another may be right to take 

when he pleases to himself. . . . 

The constitution of the legislative is the first and 

fundamental act of society, whereby provision is made for 
the continuation of their union, under the direction of 
persons, and bonds of laws, made by persons authorized 

thereunto, by the consent and appointment of the people, 

without which no one man, or number of men, amongst 
them, can have authority of making laws that shall be 

binding to the rest. When any one, or more, shall take upon 

them to make laws, whom the people have not appointed 

so to do, they make laws without authority, which the 

people are not therefore bound to obey; by which means 
they come again to be out of subjection, and may

 constitute to themselves a new legislative, as they think 

best, being in full liberty to resist the force of those, who, 

without authority, would impose any thing upon them. 

EVALUATE THE EVIDENCE 
1. For what reason do people form a government,

according to Locke? What would be the justification

for disobeying laws and rejecting the authority of

government?

2. In what ways does this document legitimize the events

of the Glorious Revolution?

Source: John Locke, Two Treatises of Government. Reprinted in England’s 

Glorious Revolution, 1688–1689, ed. Steven C. A. Pincus (Boston: Bedford/ 

St. Martin’s, 2006), pp. 161–162, 164. 

The Dutch Republic in the 
Seventeenth Century 

In the late sixteenth century the seven northern prov
inces of the Netherlands fought for and won their inde
pendence from Spain. The independence of the Republic 
of the United Provinces of the Netherlands was 
recognized in 1648 in the treaty that ended the Thirty 
Years’ War. In this period, often called the “golden age” 
of the Netherlands, Dutch ideas and attitudes played a 
profound role in shaping a new and modern worldview. 
At the same time, the United Provinces developed its 
own distinctive model of a constitutional state. 

Rejecting the rule of a monarch, the Dutch estab
lished a republic, a state in which power rested in the 
hands of the people and was exercised through elected 
representatives. Other examples of republics in early 
modern Europe included the Swiss Confederation 

and several autonomous  city- states of Italy and the 
Holy Roman Empire. Among the Dutch, an oligar
chy of wealthy businessmen called regents handled 
domestic affairs in each province’s Estates (assem
blies). The provincial Estates held virtually all the 
power. A federal assembly, or States General, handled 
foreign affairs and war, but it did not possess  sovereign 
authority. All issues had to be referred back to the 
local Estates for approval, and each of the seven prov
inces could veto any proposed legislation. Holland, 
the province with the largest navy and the most 
wealth, usually dominated the republic and the States 
General. 

In each province, the Estates appointed an execu
tive officer, known as the stadholder, who carried out 
ceremonial functions and was responsible for military 
defense. Although in theory the stadholder was freely 
chosen by the Estates and was answerable to them, in 

Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



    CHAPTER 15 | Absolutism and Constitutionalism ca. 1589 – 1725 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

  

  

    

    

498 

Jan Steen, The Merry Family, 1668 In this painting from the Dutch golden age, a happy family enjoys a 

boisterous song while seated around the dining table. Despite its carefree appearance, the painting was 
intended to teach a moral lesson. The children are shown drinking wine and smoking, bad habits they have 

learned from their parents. The inscription hanging over the mantelpiece (upper right) spells out the message 

clearly: “As the Old Sing, so Pipe the Young.” (Oil on canvas/Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, The Netherlands/Album/Art Resource, NY)

practice the strong and influential House of Orange 
usually held the office of stadholder in several of the 
seven provinces of the republic. This meant that ten
sions always lingered between supporters of the House 
of Orange and those of the staunchly republican 
Estates, who suspected that the princes of Orange 
harbored monarchical ambitions. When one of them, 
William III, took the English throne in 1688 with his 
wife, Mary, the republic simply continued without 
stadholders for several decades. 

The political success of the Dutch rested on their 
phenomenal commercial prosperity. The Dutch origi
nally came to dominate European shipping by putting 
profits from their original industry — herring 
fishing — into shipbuilding. They boasted the lowest 
shipping rates and largest merchant marine in Europe, 
allowing them to undersell foreign competitors (see 
Chapter 14). In the seventeenth century global trade 
and commerce brought the Dutch the highest stan

dard of living in Europe, perhaps in the world. Salaries 
were high, and all classes of society ate well. A scholar 
has described the Netherlands as “an island of plenty in 
a sea of want.” Consequently, the Netherlands experi
enced very few of the food riots that characterized the 
rest of Europe.10 

The moral and ethical bases of Dutch commercial 
wealth were thrift, frugality, and religious toleration. 
Although there is scattered evidence of  anti- Semitism, 
Jews enjoyed a level of acceptance and assimilation in 
business and general culture unique in early modern 
Europe. In the Dutch Republic, toleration paid off: it 
attracted a great deal of foreign capital and investment. 
After Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes, many 
Huguenots fled France for the Dutch Republic. They 
brought with them a high level of artisanal skill and 
business experience as well as a loathing for state 
repression that would inspire the political views of the 
Enlightenment (see page 518). 
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Baroque Art and Music 

Throughout European history, the cultural tastes of one 
age have often seemed unsatisfactory to the next. So it 
was with the baroque. The term baroque may have come 
from the Portuguese word for an “odd- shaped, imper
fect pearl” and was commonly used by  late-eighteenth-
century art critics as an expression of scorn for what they 
considered an overblown, unbalanced style. Specialists 
now agree that the baroque style marked one of the high 
points in the history of European culture. 

Rome and the revitalized Catholic Church of the 
late sixteenth century spurred the early development 
of the baroque. The papacy and the Jesuits encouraged 
the growth of an intensely emotional, exuberant art. 
These patrons wanted artists to go beyond the 
Renaissance focus on pleasing a small, wealthy cul

tural elite. They wanted artists to appeal to the senses 
and thereby touch the souls and kindle the faith of 
ordinary churchgoers while proclaiming the power 
and confidence of the reformed Catholic Church. In 
addition to this underlying religious emotionalism, 
the baroque drew its sense of drama, motion, and 
ceaseless striving from the Catholic  Reformation. The 
interior of the famous Jesuit Church of Jesus in 
Rome — the Gesù — combined all these characteris
tics in its lavish, wildly active decorations and frescoes. 

Taking definite shape in Italy after 1600, the 
baroque style in the visual arts developed with excep
tional vigor in Catholic countries — in Spain and Latin 
America, Austria, southern Germany, and Poland. Yet 
baroque art was more than just “Catholic art” in the 
seventeenth century and the first half of the  eighteenth. 
True, neither Protestant England nor the  Netherlands 

Satire  on Tulipmania This painting mocks  the speculative boom in tulips  that hit  the Dutch Republic 

in the 1630s. The left  side of  the image depicts a group of monkeys dressed as wealthy  investors  
engaged in buying and selling tulips. On the right  side, investors experience the pain of  the crash, as  
one monkey urinates  on a worthless  tulip and another  is brought  to  trial for debt. (By Jan Brueghel the Younger 

[1601–1678], [oil on panel]/Private  Collection/Johnny Van Haeften Ltd., London/Bridgeman Images) 
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Rubens, Garden of Love, 1633–1634 This painting is an outstanding example of  the lavishness and 

richness  of baroque art. Born and raised in northern Europe, Peter Paul Rubens  trained as a painter  in Italy. 

Upon his  return to  the Spanish Netherlands, he became a renowned and amazingly prolific artist, patronized 

by  rulers across Europe. Rubens was a devout Catholic, and his work conveys  the emotional fervor  of  the 

Catholic Reformation. (Oil on  canvas/Prado,  Madrid, Spain/Giraudon/Bridgeman Images) 

ever came fully under the spell of the baroque, but 
neither did Catholic France. And  Protestants 
accounted for some of the finest examples of baroque 
style, especially in music. The baroque style spread 
partly because its tension and bombast spoke to an agi
tated age that was experiencing great violence and con
troversy in politics and religion. 

In painting, the baroque reached maturity early 
with Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), the most out
standing and most representative of baroque paint
ers. Studying in his native Flanders and in Italy, 
where he was influenced by masters of the High 
Renaissance such as Michelangelo, Rubens developed 
his own rich, sensuous, colorful style, which was 

characterized by animated figures, melodramatic 
contrasts, and monumental size. Rubens excelled in 
glorifying monarchs such as Queen Mother Marie de’ 
Medici of France. He was also a devout Catholic; 
nearly half of his pictures treat Christian subjects. Yet 
one of Rubens’s trademarks was the fleshy, sensual 
nudes who populate his canvases as Roman  goddesses, 
water nymphs, and remarkably voluptuous saints and 
angels. 

In music, the baroque style reached its culmination 
almost a century later in the dynamic, soaring lines of 
the endlessly inventive Johann Sebastian Bach 
(1685–1750). Organist and choirmaster of several 
Lutheran churches across Germany, Bach was equally 
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at home writing secular concertos and sublime reli-
gious cantatas. Bach’s organ music combined the 
baroque spirit of invention, tension, and emotion in 
an unforgettable striving toward the infinite. Unlike 
Rubens, Bach was not fully appreciated in his lifetime, 
but since the early nineteenth century his reputation 
has grown steadily. 
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LO O K I N G BACK  LO O K I N G AH E AD  

The seventeenth century represented a difficult passage between two centuries of 

dynamism and growth. On one side lay the sixteenth century of religious enthusiasm 

and strife, overseas expansion, rising population, and vigorous commerce. On the other 

side stretched the eigh teenth-c  entury era of renewed population growth, economic 

development, and cultural flourishing. The first half of the seventeenth century was 

marked by the spread of religious and dynastic warfare across Europe, resulting in the 

death and dislocation of many millions. This catastrophe was compounded by 

recurrent episodes of crop failure, famine, and epidemic disease, all of which 

contributed to a stagnant economy and population loss. In the middle decades of the 

seventeenth century, the very survival of the European monarchies established in the 

Renaissance appeared in doubt. 

With the r e-  establishment of order in the second half of the century, maintaining 

political and social stability was of paramount importance to European rulers and 

elites. In western and eastern Europe, a host of monarchs proclaimed their G od-g  iven 

and “absolute” authority to rule in the name of peace, unity, and good order. Rulers’  

ability to impose such claims in reality depended a great deal on compromise with 

local elites, who acquiesced to state power in exchange for privileges and payoffs. In 

this way, absolutism and constitutionalism did not always differ as much as they 

claimed. Both systems relied on political compromises forged from decades of strife. 

The eighteenth century was to see this status quo thrown into question by new 

Enlightenment aspirations for human society, which themselves derived from the 

inquisitive and self-   confident spirit of the Scientific Revolution. By the end of the 

century, demands for real popular sovereignty would challenge the foundations of the 

political order so painfully achieved in the seventeenth century. 
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Make Connections 

Think about the larger developments and continuities within and across chapters. 

1. 	This chapter has argued that, despite their political differences, rulers in absolutist and

constitutionalist nations faced similar obstacles in the mid-seventeenth century and

achieved many of the same goals. What evidence for this argument do you find in the

chapter? Do you think that absolutist and constitutionalist rulers were, on the whole, more

similar or more different?

2. 	Proponents of absolutism in western Europe believed that their form of monarchical rule

was fundamentally different from and superior to what they saw as the “despotism” of

Russia and the Ottoman Empire. What was the basis of this belief, and how accurate do

you think it was?

15 R E V I EW  &  E XPLO R E

Identify Key Terms 
Identify and explain the significance of each item below. 

Peace of Westphalia (p. 468) 

Fronde (p. 474) 

mercantilism (p. 478) 

Peace of Utrecht (p. 479) 

Junkers (p. 482) 

boyars (p. 485) 

Cossacks (p. 485) 

sultan (p. 489) 

janissary corps (p. 489) 

millet  system (p. 489) 

constitutionalism (p. 492) 

republicanism (p. 492) 

Puritans (p. 492) 

Protectorate (p. 494) 

Test  Act (p. 496) 

stadholder (p. 497) 

Review the Main Ideas 
Answer the focus questions from each section of the chapter. 

◆	 What were the common crises and achievements of seventeenth-  century European

states? (p. 466) 

◆	 What factors led to the rise of the French absolutist state under Louis XIV, and why did

absolutist Spain experience decline in the same period? (p. 471) 

◆	 What were the social conditions of eastern Europe, and how did the rulers of Austria and

Prussia transform their nations into powerful absolutist monarchies? (p. 481) 

◆	 What were the distinctive features of Russian and Ottoman absolutism? (p. 484)

◆	 Why and how did the constitutional state triumph in the Dutch Republic and England?

(p. 492) 
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introduction to the many facets of the crises of the 

 seventeenth   century. 

◆	 Elliott, John H. Imperial Spain, 1469–1716, 2d ed. 


2002. An authoritative account of Spain’s rise to impe
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conquest of Kazan by Ivan the Terrible in 1552 and the 

Russian empire built in its aftermath. 

◆	 Wilson, Peter H. The Thirty Years War: Europe’s Tragedy. 
2009. An overview of the origins and outcomes of the 

Thirty Years’ War, focusing on political and economic 

issues in addition to religious conflicts. 

DOCUMENTARIES 

◆	 The Art of Baroque Dance (Dancetime Publications, 

2006). An introduction to baroque dance incorporating 

images of the architecture and art of the period along

side dance performances and information on major 

elements of the style. 

◆	 Rubens: Passion, Faith, Sensuality and the Art of the 
Baroque (Kultur Studio, 2011). A documentary intro

ducing viewers to the work of Peter Paul Rubens, one of 

the greatest artists of the baroque style. 

FEATURE FILMS AND TELEVISION 

◆	 Alastriste (Agustín Díaz Yanes, 2006). Set in the declin

ing years of Spain’s imperial glory, this film follows the 

violent adventures of an army captain who takes the son 

of a fallen comrade under his care. 

◆	 Charles II: The Power and the Passion (BBC, 2003). An 


 award- winning television miniseries about the son of 


executed English king Charles I and the Restoration 


that brought him to the throne in 1660.
 

◆	 Cromwell (Ken Hughes, 1970). The English civil war 

from its origin to Oliver Cromwell’s victory, with battle 

scenes as well as personal stories of Cromwell and other 

central figures. 

◆	 Girl with a Pearl Earring (Peter Webber, 2003). The life 

and career of painter Johannes Vermeer told through 

the eyes of a fictional servant girl who becomes his assis

tant and model. 

◆	 Molière (Laurent Tirard, 2007). A film about the French 

playwright Molière, a favorite of King Louis XIV, which 

fancifully incorporates characters and plotlines from 

some of the writer’s most celebrated plays. 

WEB SITES 

◆	 The Jesuit Relations. This site contains the entire English 

translation of The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, 
the reports submitted by Jesuit missionaries in New 

France to authorities in the home country. puffin 
.creighton.edu/jesuit/relations/ 

◆	 Tour of Restoration London. A Web site offering informa

tion on the places, food, and people of Restoration 

London, inspired by the novel Invitation to a Funeral by 

Molly Brown (1999). www.okima.com/ 

◆	 Versailles Palace. The official Web site of the palace of 

Versailles, built by Louis XIV and inhabited by French 

royalty until the revolution of 1789. en.chateauversailles 
.fr/homepage 
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