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Learning Objectives

What was the Dutch Golden Age 
and what led to its decline?

What factors led to the different 
political paths taken by England 
and France in the seventeenth 
century?

How did conflicts over taxation 
and religion lead to civil war in 
Stuart England?

Why were efforts to establish 
absolute monarchy successful 
in France but unsuccessful in 
England?

What were the main 
 characteristics that defined the 
Polish, Austrian, and Prussian 
states in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries?

How did Peter the Great 
 transform Russia into a powerful, 
centralized nation?

Peter the Great (r. 1682–1725), seeking to make Russia a military power 
after West European models reorganized the country’s political, social, 
and economic structures. He also radically changed the relationship of the 
Russian Church to the Russian state. His reign saw Russia enter fully into 
European power politics. The Apotheosis of Tsar Peter the Great 1672–1725 

by unknown artist, 1710. bpk, Berlin/Museum of History, Moscow, Russia/

Alfredo Dagli Orti/Art Resource, NY
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the Dutch engaged in a series of naval wars with Eng-
land. Then, in 1672, the armies of Louis XIV invaded the 
Netherlands. Prince William III of Orange (1650–1702), 
the grandson of William the Silent (1533–1584) and the 
hereditary chief executive, or stadtholder, of Holland, 
the most important of the provinces, rallied the Dutch 
and eventually led the entire European coalition against 
France. As a part of that strategy, he answered the invita-
tion of Protestant English aristocrats in 1688 to assume, 
along with his wife Mary, the English throne.

During both the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries, the political and economic life of the Netherlands 
differed from that of the rest of Europe. The other major 
nations pursued paths toward strong central government, 
generally under monarchies, as with France, or in the 
case of England, under a strong parliamentary system. By 
contrast, the Netherlands was formally a republic. Each 
of the provinces retained considerable authority, and the 
central government, embodied in the States General that 
met in the Hague, exercised its authority through a kind 
of ongoing negotiation with the provinces. Prosperous 
and populous Holland dominated the States General. The 
Dutch deeply distrusted monarchy and the ambitions 
of the House of Orange. Nonetheless, when confronted 
with major military challenges, the Dutch would permit 
the House of Orange and, most notably, William III to 
assume dominant leadership. These political arrange-
ments proved highly resilient and allowed the republic 
to establish itself permanently in the European state 
system during the seventeenth century. When William 
died in 1702 and the wars with France ended in 1714, the 
Dutch reverted to their republican structures.

Although the provinces making up the Netherlands 
were traditionally identified with the Protestant cause 
in Europe, toleration marked Dutch religious life. The 
Calvinist Reformed Church was the official church of 
the nation, but it was not an established church. There 
was always a significant number of Roman Catholics and 
Protestants who did not belong to the Reformed Church. 
The country also became a haven for Jews. Consequently, 
while governments in other European states attempted 
to impose a single religion on their people or tore them-
selves apart in religious conflict, in the Netherlands peo-
ples of differing religious faiths lived together peacefully.

Urban Prosperity
Beyond the climate of religious toleration, what most 
amazed seventeenth-century contemporaries about the 
Dutch Republic was its economic prosperity. Its remark-
able economic achievement was built on the foundations 
of high urban consolidation, transformed agriculture, 
extensive trade and finance, and an overseas commer-
cial empire.

In the Netherlands, more people lived in cities than 
in any other area of Europe. Key transformations in 

BETWEEN THE EARLY seventeenth and the mid-
twentieth centuries, no region so dominated other 

parts of the world politically, militarily, and economi-
cally as Europe. Such had not been the case before that 
date and would not be the case after World War II. How-
ever, for approximately three and a half centuries, Europe 
became the chief driving force in one world historical 
development after another. This era of European domi-
nance, which appears quite temporary in the larger scope 
of history, also coincided with a shift in power within 
Europe itself from the Mediterranean, where Spain and 
Portugal had taken the lead in the conquest and early 
exploitation of the Americas, to the states of northwest 
and later north-central Europe.

During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centu-
ries, certain states in northern Europe organized them-
selves politically so as to be able to dominate Europe 
and later to influence and even govern other large areas 
of the world through military might and economic 
strength. Even within the region of northern Europe, 
there occurred a sorting out of influence among politi-
cal states with some successfully establishing long-term 
positions of dominance and others passing from the 
scene after relatively brief periods of either military or 
economic strength.

By the mid-eighteenth century, five major states had 
come to dominate European politics and would continue 
to do so until at least World War I. They were Great Brit-
ain, France, Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Through their 
military strength, economic development, and, in some 
cases, colonial empires, they would affect virtually every 
other world civilization. Within Europe, these states 
established their dominance at the expense of Spain, Por-
tugal, the United Provinces of the Netherlands, Poland, 
Sweden, and the Ottoman Empire. Equally essential to 
their rise was the weakness of the Holy Roman Empire 
after the Peace of Westphalia (1648).

In western Europe, Britain and France emerged as the 
dominant powers. This development represented a shift 
of influence away from Spain and the United Nether-
lands. Both of the latter countries had been powerful and 
important during the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, but they became politically and militarily marginal 
during the eighteenth century. Neither, however, dis-
appeared from the map, and both retained considerable 
economic vitality and influence. Spanish power declined 
after the War of the Spanish Succession. The case of the 
Netherlands was more complicated.

▼	 The Netherlands: Golden Age  
to Decline

The seven provinces that became the United Provinces 
of the Netherlands emerged as a nation after revolting 
against Spain in 1572. During the seventeenth century, 
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themselves, which required them to control many of 
the islands that now con-
stitute Indonesia. The 
Netherlands remained 
the colonial master of this 
region until after World 
War II.

Economic Decline
The decline in political influence of the United Prov-
inces of the Netherlands occurred in the eighteenth 
century. After the death of William III of Britain in 
1702, the provinces prevented the emergence of another 
strong stadtholder. Unified political leadership there-
fore vanished. Naval supremacy slowly but steadily 
passed to the British. The fishing industry declined, 
and the Dutch lost their technological superiority in 
shipbuilding. Countries between which Dutch ships 
had once carried goods now traded directly with each 
other.

Similar stagnation overtook the Dutch domestic 
industries. The disunity of the provinces hastened this 
economic decline and prevented action that might have 
halted it.

What saved the United Provinces from becoming 
completely insignificant in European affairs was their 
continued financial dominance. Well past the middle 
of the eighteenth century, Dutch banks continued to 
finance European trade, and the Amsterdam stock 
exchange remained an important financial institution.

Dutch farming that served as the model for the rest of 
Europe made this urban transformation possible. Dur-
ing the seventeenth century, the Dutch drained and 
reclaimed land from the sea, which they used for highly 
profitable farming. Because Dutch shipping provided a 
steady supply of cheap grain, Dutch farmers themselves 
could produce more profitable dairy products and beef 
and cultivate cash products such as tulip bulbs.

Dutch fishermen dominated the market for herring 
and supplied much of the continent’s dried fish. The 
Dutch also supplied textiles to many parts of Europe. 
Dutch ships appeared in harbors all over the continent, 
with their captains purchasing goods that they then trans-
ported and resold at a profit to other nations. The over-
seas trades also supported a vast shipbuilding and ship 

supply industry. The most 
advanced financial system 
of the day supported all of 
this trade, commerce, and 
manufacturing.

The final foundation of Dutch prosperity was a sea-
borne empire. Dutch traders established a major pres-
ence in East Asia, particularly in spice-producing areas 
of Java, the Moluccas, and Sri Lanka. The vehicle for 
this penetration was the Dutch East India Company 
(chartered in 1602). The company eventually displaced 
Portuguese dominance in the spice trade of East Asia 
and for many years prevented English traders from estab-
lishing a major presence there. Initially, the Dutch had 
only wanted commercial dominance of the spice trade, 
but in time, they moved toward producing the spices 

The technologically advanced fleet of the Dutch East India Company, shown here 
at anchor in Amsterdam, linked the Netherlands’ economy with that of southeast 
Asia. Andries van Eertvelt (1590–1652), The Return to Amsterdam of the Fleet of the Dutch East India 

Company in 1599. Oil on copper. Johnny van Haeften Gallery, London. The Bridgeman Art Library

View the Closer Look 
“Cape Town: A Dutch 
Refueling Station” on 
MyHistoryLab.com

Read the Document 
“Jan van Linschoten 
on Dutch Business in 
the Indian Ocean” on 
MyHistoryLab.com
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▼	 Constitutional Crisis and 
Settlement in Stuart England

James I
In 1603 James VI, the son of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, 
who had been King of Scotland since 1567, succeeded 
without opposition or incident the childless Elizabeth 
I as James I of England. He also inherited a large royal 
debt and a fiercely divided church. A strong believer in 
the divine right of kings, 
he expected to rule with 
a minimum of consulta-
tion beyond his own royal 
court.

Parliament met only when the monarch summoned 
it, which James hoped to do rarely. In place of parlia-
mentarily approved revenues, James developed other 
sources of income, largely by levying new custom duties 
known as impositions. Members of Parliament regarded 
this as an affront to their authority over the royal purse, 
but they did not seek a serious confrontation. Rather, 
throughout James’s reign they wrangled and negotiated.

The religious problem also festered under James. Since 
the days of Elizabeth, Puritans within the Church of Eng-
land had sought to eliminate elaborate religious ceremonies 
and replace the hierarchical episcopal system of church gov-
ernance under bishops appointed by the king with a more 
representative Presbyterian form like that of the Calvinist 
churches in Scotland and on the Continent. At the Hampton 
Court Conference of January 1604, James rebuffed the Puri-
tans and firmly declared his intention to maintain and even 
enhance the Anglican episcopacy. Thereafter, both sides had 
deep suspicions of the other. (See “King James I Defends 
Popular Recreation against the Puritans,” page 389.)

Religious dissenters began to leave England. In 1620, 
Puritan separatists founded Plymouth Colony on Cape 
Cod Bay in North America, preferring flight from Eng-
land to Anglican conformity. Later in the 1620s, a larger, 
better financed group of Puritans left England to found 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony. In each case, the colo-
nists believed that reformation would or could not go far 
enough in England and that only in America could they 
worship freely and organize a truly reformed church.

James’s court became a center of scandal and 
 corruption. He governed by favorites, of whom the most 
influential was the duke of Buckingham, whom rumor 
made the king’s homosexual lover. Buckingham con-
trolled royal patronage and openly sold peerages and 
titles to the highest bidders—a practice that angered 
the nobility because it cheapened their rank. There had 
always been court favorites, but seldom before had a sin-
gle person so controlled access to the monarch.

James’s foreign policy roused further opposition and 
doubt about his Protestant loyalty. In 1604, he concluded 
a much-needed peace with Spain, England’s longtime 

▼	 Two Models of European 
Political Development

The United Netherlands, like Venice and the Swiss 
cantons, was a republic governed without a monarch. 
Elsewhere in Europe monarchy of two fundamentally dif-
ferent patterns predominated in response to the military 
challenges of international conflict.

The two models became known as parliamentary 
monarchy and political absolutism. England embodied 
the first, and France, the second. Neither model was 
inevitable for either country, but each resulted from the 
historical developments and political personalities that 
molded each nation during the seventeenth century.

The political forces that led to the creation of these 
two models had arisen from military concerns. During 
the second half of the sixteenth century, changes in mili-
tary organization, weapons, and tactics sharply increased 
the cost of warfare. Because their traditional sources of 
income could not finance these growing expenses, in 
addition to the other costs of government, monarchs 
sought new revenues. Only monarchies that succeeded 
in building a secure financial base that was not deeply 
dependent on the support of noble estates, diets, or 
assemblies achieved absolute rule. The French monarchy 
succeeded in this effort, whereas the English monarchy 
failed. That success and failure led to the two models 

of government—political 
absolutism in France and 
parliamentary monarchy 
in England—that shaped 
subsequent political 
development in Europe.

The divergent developments of England and France in 
the seventeenth century would have surprised most peo-
ple in 1600. It was not inevitable that the English mon-
archy would have to govern through Parliament or that 
the French monarchy would avoid dealing with national 
political institutions that could significantly limit its 
authority. The Stuart kings of England aspired to the 
autocracy Louis XIV achieved, and some English political 
philosophers eloquently defended the divine right of kings 
and absolute rule. At the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, the English monarchy was strong. Queen Eliza-
beth, after a reign of almost forty-five years (1558–1603), 
was much revered. Parliament met only when the mon-
arch summoned it to provide financial support. France, 
however, was emerging from the turmoil of its religious 
wars. The strife of that conflict had torn French society 
apart. The monarchy was relatively weak. Henry IV, who 
had become king in 1589, pursued a policy of religious 
toleration. The French nobles had significant military 
forces at their disposal and in the middle of the seven-
teenth century rebelled against the king. These conditions 
would change dramatically in both nations by the late 
seventeenth century.

Read the Document 
“Jacques-Benigne 
Bossuet, Politics Drawn 
from the Very Words of 
the Holy Scripture” on 
MyHistoryLab.com

Read the Document 
“James I on the Divine 
Right of Kings (1598)” on 
MyHistoryLab.com
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War. His failed efforts to arrange a marriage between his son 
Charles and a Spanish princess, and then Charles’s marriage 
in 1625 to Henrietta Marie, the Catholic daughter of Henry 
IV of France, further increased religious concern. In 1624, 
shortly before James’s death, England again went to war 
against Spain, largely in response to parliamentary pressures.

adversary. The war had been ruinously expensive, but his 
subjects considered the peace a sign of pro-Catholic sen-
timent. James’s unsuccessful attempt to relax penal laws 
against Catholics further increased suspicions, as did his 
wise hesitancy in 1618 to rush English troops to the aid of 
German Protestants at the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ 

With our own ears we heard the general com-
plaint of our people, that they were barred 

from all lawful recreation and exercise upon the 
Sunday’s afternoon, after the ending of all divine 
service, which cannot but produce two evils: 
the one the hindering of the conversion of many 
[Roman Catholic subjects], whom their priests will 
take occasion hereby to vex, persuading them that 
no honest mirth or recreation is lawful or tolerable 
in our religion, which cannot but breed a great dis-
contentment in our people’s hearts, especially as 
such as are peradventure upon the point of turning 
[to the Church of England]: the other inconvenience 
is, that this prohibition barreth the common and 
meaner sort of people from using such exercises as 
may make their bodies more able for war, when we 
or our successors shall have occasion to use them; 
and in place thereof sets up filthy tipplings and 
drunkenness, and breeds a number of idle and dis-
contented speeches in their ale-houses. For when 
shall the common people have leave to exercise, if 
not upon the Sundays and holy days, seeing they 
must apply their labor and win their living in all 
working days? . . . 

[A]s for our good people’s lawful recreation, our 
pleasure likewise is, that after the end of divine 
service our good people be not disturbed, . . . or 
discouraged from any lawful recreation, such as 
dancing, either men or women; archery for men, 
leaping, vaulting, or any other such harmless recre-
ation, or from having of Hay-games, Whitsun-ales, 
and Morris-dances; and the setting up of May-poles 
and other sports therewith used; . . . but withal 
we do here account still as prohibited all unlawful 
games to be used upon Sundays only, as bear and 
bull-baitings . . . and at all times in the meaner sort 
of people by law prohibited, bowling.

And likewise we bar from this benefit and liberty 
all such known as recusants [Roman Catholics], 
either men or women, as will abstain from coming 
to church or divine service, being therefore unwor-
thy of any lawful recreation after the said service, 
that will not first come to the church and serve 
God; prohibiting in like sort the said recreations 
to any that, though [they] conform in religion [i.e., 
members of the Church of England], are not pres-
ent in the church at the service of God, before their 
going to the said recreations.

From Henry Bettenson, ed., Documents of the Christian Church, 2nd ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), pp. 400–403. By permission of Oxford 
University Press.

K i n g  J a m e s  i  D e f e n D s  P o P u l a r  r e C r e a t i o n 
a g a i n s t  t h e  P u r i t a n s



The English Puritans believed in strict observance of the Sabbath, disapproving any 
sports, games, or general social conviviality on Sunday. James I thought these strictures 
prevented many Roman Catholics from joining the Church of England. In 1618, he 
ordered the clergy of the Church of England to read the Book of Sports from their pul-
pits. In this declaration, he permitted people to engage in certain sports and games after 
church services. His hope was to allow innocent recreations on Sunday while encour-
aging people to attend the Church of England. Despite the king’s good intentions, the 
order offended the Puritans. The clergy resisted his order and he had to withdraw it.

What motives of state might have led James I to issue this declaration? How does he 
attempt to make it favorable to the Church of England? Why might so many clergy have 
refused to read this statement to their congregations?

Document
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sinning against God, harming yourselves in per-
son . . . and taking thereby the marks . . . of van-
ity upon you. . . .  A custom loathsome to the 
eye, hateful to the nose, harmful to the brain, 
dangerous to the lungs, and the black stinking 
fume thereof, nearest resembling the horrible 
Stygian smoke of the pit that is bottomless.”1

To discourage smoking, James’s govern-
ment put a high tax on tobacco. Yet when a 
brisk trade in smuggled tobacco developed, 
the government decided to lower the tax to 
a level where people would not seek to evade 
it. In 1614, James created a royal monopoly to 
import tobacco into England, which created a 
steady government revenue that the increas-
ingly unpopular king badly needed. James, 
like governments to the present day, may also 
have regarded this policy as a tax on sin. By 
1619, James approved the incorporation of a 
company of clay pipe makers in London, and 
40,000 pounds of tobacco arrived from Virginia 
the next year. Other European governments 
would also find tobacco a significant source of 
tax revenue. Often they would tax tobacco and 
at the same time attempt to regulate its use, 
especially among the young.

Which groups in Europe in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries opposed the habit of 
smoking tobacco?

Why did the English government under King 
James I modify its opposition to tobacco?

1A Counterblaste to Tobacco (1604), reprinted by the Rodale 
Press, London, 1954, p. 36.

SMOKING TODAY IS widely condemned 
throughout the West, but the controversy 
over tobacco goes back to the earliest 

European encounter with the plant, which was 
native to the Americas.

On his first voyage in 1492 Christopher 
Columbus saw Native Americans smoking 
tobacco. Later, the first Spanish missionaries 
associated smoking with pagan religious prac-
tices and tried to stop Native Americans from 
using tobacco. Once tobacco reached Europe 
in the late sixteenth century, more opposition 
to smoking arose (although—ironically—some 
physicians thought it might cure diseases of the 
lungs and internal organs). As early as 1610, Sir 
Francis Bacon (1561–1626) noted that smokers 
found it difficult to stop smoking. The Christian 
clergy throughout Europe denounced smoking 
as immoral, and Muslim clerics condemned the 
practice as contrary to Islam when it spread to 
the Ottoman Empire. Nonetheless, smoking 
tobacco in pipes became popular.

The chief British critic of the new practice was 
none other than King James I (r. 1603–1625). 
While he defended Sunday sports against Puri-
tan critics who believed any amusements on 
the Sabbath were sinful, he detested smok-
ing. In 1604, he published his Counterblaste 
to Tobacco in which he declared, “Have you 
not reason then to be ashamed, and to forbear 
this filthy novelty . . . ? In your abuse thereof 

EARLy CoNTRoVERSy oVER TobACCo 
AND SMoKING

Practically from the moment of its introduction into 
Europe tobacco smoking was controversial. Here a 
court jester is portrayed as exhaling rabbits from a 
pipe as three pipe-smoking gentlemen look on.  

 Christel Gerstenberg/Fine Art Value/Corbis

M13_KAGA3923_11_SE_C13.indd   390 17/08/12   11:08 AM



ChaPter 13   n   EuropEan sTaTE  ConsolidaTion in ThE sEvEnTEEnTh and  EighTEEnTh CEnTuriEs     391

but whether he would keep his word was doubtful. The 
next year after further disputes, Charles dissolved Parlia-
ment and did not recall it until 1640.

years of Personal Rule To conserve his limited 
resources, Charles made peace with France in 1629 and 
Spain in 1630, again rousing fears that he was too friendly to 
Roman Catholic powers. To allow Charles to rule without 
renegotiating financial arrangements with Parliament, his 
chief adviser, Thomas Wentworth (1593–1641; after 1640, 
earl of Strafford), imposed strict efficiency and administra-
tive centralization in the government and exploited every 
legal fundraising device, enforcing previously neglected 
laws and extending existing taxes into new areas.

Charles might have ruled indefinitely without Parlia-
ment had not his religious policies provoked war with 
Scotland. James I had allowed a wide variety of religious 
observances in England, Scotland, and Ireland; by con-
trast, Charles hoped to impose religious conformity at 
least within England and Scotland. In 1637, Charles and 
his high-church Archbishop William Laud (1573–1645), 
against the opposition of both the English Puritans and 
the Presbyterian Scots, tried to impose on Scotland the 
English episcopal system and a prayer book almost iden-
tical to the Anglican Book of Common Prayer.

The Scots rebelled, and Charles, with insufficient 
resources for war, was forced in 1640 to call Parliament. 
It refused even to consider funds for war until the king 
agreed to redress a long list of political and religious 
grievances. The king, in response, immediately dis-
solved that Parliament—hence its name, the Short Par-
liament (April–May 1640). When the Scots defeated an 
English army at the Battle of Newburn in the summer of 
1640, Charles reconvened Parliament—this time on its 
terms—for a long and fateful duration.

The Long Parliament and Civil War
The landowners and the merchant classes represented in 
Parliament had long resented the king’s financial mea-
sures and paternalistic rule. The Puritans in Parliament 
resented his religious policies and distrusted the influ-
ence of his Roman Catholic wife. What became known 
as the Long Parliament (1640–1660) thus acted with 
widespread support and general unanimity when it con-
vened in November 1640.

The House of Commons impeached both Strafford 
and Laud. Both were executed—Strafford in 1641, Laud in 
1645. Parliament abolished the courts that had enforced 
royal policy and prohibited the levying of new taxes with-
out its consent. Finally, Parliament resolved that no more 
than three years should elapse between its meetings and 
that the king could not dissolve it without its own consent.

Parliament, however, was sharply divided over reli-
gion. Both moderate Puritans (the Presbyterians) and more 
extreme Puritans (the Independents) wanted to abolish 

Charles I
Parliament had favored the war with Spain but would not 
adequately finance it because its members distrusted the 
monarchy. Unable to gain adequate funds from Parlia-
ment, Charles I (r. 1625–1649), like his father, resorted 
to extra-parliamentary measures. These included levying 
new tariffs and duties, attempting to collect discontin-
ued taxes, and subjecting English property owners to a so-
called forced loan (a tax theoretically to be repaid) and then 
imprisoning those who refused to pay. All these actions, 
as well as quartering troops in private homes, challenged 
local political influence of nobles and landowners.

When Parliament met in 1628, its members would 
grant new funds only if Charles recognized the Petition 
of Right. This document required that henceforth there 
should be no forced loans or taxation without the con-
sent of Parliament, that no freeman should be impris-
oned without due cause, and that troops should not be 
billeted in private homes. Charles agreed to the petition, 

One of the key moments in the conflict between Charles I and 
Parliament occurred in January 1642 when Charles person-
ally arrived at the House of Commons intent on arresting five 
members who had been responsible for opposing him. They 
had already escaped. Thereafter Charles departed London to 
raise his army. The event was subsequently often portrayed in 
English art. The present illustration is from an eighteenth-century 
engraving. The Granger Collection, New York
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Cromwell died in 1658, the English were ready by 1660 
to restore both the Anglican Church and the monarchy.

Charles II and the Restoration  
of the Monarchy
After negotiations with the army, Charles II (r. 1660–1685) 
returned to England amid great rejoicing. A man of consid-
erable charm and political skill, Charles set a refreshing 
new tone after eleven years of somber Puritanism. England 
returned to the status quo of 1642, with a hereditary mon-
arch, a Parliament of Lords and Commons that met only 
when the king summoned it, and the Anglican Church, 
with its bishops and prayer book, supreme in religion.

The king, however, had secret Catholic sympathies 
and favored religious toleration. He wanted to allow 
loyal Catholics and Puritans to worship freely. Yet ultra-
royalists in Parliament between 1661 and 1665, through 
a series of laws known as the Clarendon Code, excluded 
Roman Catholics, Presbyterians, and Independents from 
the official religious and political life of the nation.

In 1670 by the Treaty of Dover, England and France 
formally allied against the Dutch, their chief commer-
cial competitor. In a secret portion of this treaty, Charles 
pledged to announce his conversion to Catholicism as 
soon as conditions in England permitted this to happen. 
In return for this announcement (which Charles never 

bishops and the Book of Common Prayer. Yet religious con-
servatives in both houses of Parliament were determined 
to preserve the Church of England in its current form.

These divisions intensified in October 1641, when 
Parliament was asked to raise funds for an army to sup-
press the rebellion in Scotland. Charles’s opponents argued 
that he could not be trusted with an army and that Parlia-
ment should become the commander-in-chief of English 
armed forces. In January 1642, Charles invaded Parlia-
ment, intending to arrest certain of his opponents, but 
they escaped. The king then left London and began to raise 
an army. Shocked, a majority of the House of Commons 
passed the Militia Ordinance, which gave Parliament 
authority to raise an army of its own. The die was now 
cast. For the next four years (1642–1646), civil war engulfed 

England with the king’s 
supporters known as Cava-
liers and the parliamentary 
opposition as Roundheads.

Oliver Cromwell and the Puritan Republic
Two factors led finally to Parliament’s victory. The first 
was an alliance with Scotland in 1643 that committed Par-
liament to a Presbyterian system of church government. 
The second was the reorganization of the parliamentary 
army under Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658), a country 
squire of iron discipline and strong, independent religious 
sentiment. Cromwell and his “godly men” were willing 
to tolerate an established majority church, but only if it 
permitted Protestant dissenters to worship outside it.

Defeated militarily by June 1645, for the next sev-
eral years Charles tried to take advantage of divisions 
within Parliament, but Cromwell and his army foiled 
him. Members who might have been sympathetic to the 
monarch were expelled from Parliament in December 
1648. After a trial by a special court, Charles was exe-
cuted on January 30, 1649, as a public criminal. Parlia-
ment then abolished the monarchy, the House of Lords, 
and the Anglican Church.

From 1649 to 1660, England became officially a Puritan 
republic, although Cromwell dominated it. His army bru-
tally conquered Scotland and Ireland, where his radically 
Protestant army carried out numerous atrocities against 
Irish Catholics. As a national leader, however, Cromwell 
proved to be no politician. When in 1653 the House of 

Commons wanted to dis-
band his expensive army 
of 50,000 men, Cromwell 
instead disbanded Parlia-
ment. He ruled thereafter 
as Lord Protector.

Cromwell’s military dictatorship, however, proved no 
more effective than Charles’s rule and became just as harsh 
and hated. People deeply resented his Puritan prohibitions 
of drunkenness, theatergoing, and dancing. Political lib-
erty vanished in the name of religious conformity. When 

View the Map 
“Map Discovery: 
English Civil War” on 
MyHistoryLab.com

Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army defeated the royalists in the 
English Civil War. After the execution of Charles I in 1649, Crom-
well dominated the short-lived English republic, conquered Ireland 
and Scotland, and ruled as Lord Protector from 1653 until his death 
in 1658. Anthony Van Dyck/Beryl Peters Collection/Alamy 

View the Image 
“Allegorical View of 
Cromwell as Savior 
of England” on 
MyHistoryLab.com
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To the executioner he said, “I shall say but very 
short prayers, and when I thrust out my hands—”

Then he called to the bishop for his cap, and hav-
ing put it on, asked the executioner, “Does your 
hair trouble you?” and the executioner desired him 
to put it under his cap, which as he was doing by 
help of the bishop and the executioner, he turned 
to the bishop and said, “I have a good cause, and a 
gracious God on my side.”

The bishop said, “There is but one stage more, 
which, though turbulent and troublesome, yet is a 
very short one. . . .  It will carry you from earth to 
heaven . . . to a crown of glory. . . .”

Then the king asked the executioner, “Is my hair 
well?”

And taking off his cloak and George [the Order 
of the Garter, bearing a figure of Saint George], he 
delivered his George to the bishop.

Then putting off his doublet and being in his 
waistcoat, he put on his cloak again, and looking 
upon the block, said to the executioner, “You must 
set it fast.”

The executioner. “It is fast, sir.”
King. “It might have been a little higher.”
Executioner. “It can be no higher, sir.”
King. “When I put out my hands this way, 

then—”
Then having said a few words to himself, as he 

stood with hands and eyes lifted up, immediately 
stopping down he laid his neck upon the block; 
and the executioner, again putting his hair under 
his cap, his Majesty, thinking he had been going to 
strike, bade him, “Stay for the sign.”

Executioner. “Yes, I will, as it please your 
Majesty.”

After a very short pause, his Majesty stretching 
forth his hands, the executioner at one blow severed 
his head from his body; which being held up and 
showed to the people, was with his body put into 
a coffin covered with black velvet and carried into 
his lodging.

His blood was taken up by divers persons for dif-
ferent ends; by some as trophies of the villainy; by 
others as relics of a martyr.

From J. H. Robinson, ed., Readings in European History, Vol. 2 (Boston: Atheneum, 1906), pp. 244–245.

a n  a C C o u n t  o f  t h e  e x e C u t i o n  
o f  C h a r l e s  i


Convicted of “high treason and other high crimes,” Charles I was beheaded on Janu-
ary 30, 1649. In his last minutes he conversed calmly with the attending bishop and 
executioner, anxious only that the executioner not strike before he gave the signal.

Why was it so dangerous to end a king’s rule by executing him? What made this king 
stand so brave and strong to the very end? Might the king’s strong belief in God and 
himself give the masses a reason to second guess his execution—or was the execution a 
happy event for all? Did the king’s execution threaten law and order and invite anarchy?

Document

made), Louis XIV promised to pay Charles a substantial 
subsidy. In an attempt to unite the English people behind 
the war with Holland, and as a sign of good faith to Louis 
XIV, Charles issued a Declaration of Indulgence in 1672, 
suspending all laws against Roman Catholics and non-
Anglican Protestants. Parliament refused to fund the 
war, however, until Charles rescinded the measure. After 
he did so, Parliament passed the Test Act requiring all 
civil and military officials of the crown to swear an oath 
against the doctrine of transubstantiation—which no 
loyal Roman Catholic could honestly do. Parliament had 
aimed the Test Act largely at the king’s brother, James, 
duke of York, heir to the throne and a recent, devout 
convert to Catholicism.

In 1678, a notorious liar named Titus Oates swore 
before a magistrate that Charles’s Catholic wife, through 
her physician, was plotting with Jesuits and Irishmen to 
kill the king so James could assume the throne. Parliament 
believed Oates. In the ensuing hysteria, known as the Pop-
ish Plot, several innocent people were tried and executed. 
Riding the crest of anti-Catholic sentiment and led by the 
earl of Shaftesbury (1621–1683), opposition members of 
Parliament, called Whigs, made an unsuccessful effort to 
exclude James from succession to the throne.

More suspicious than ever of Parliament, Charles II 
turned again to increased customs duties and the assistance 
of Louis XIV for extra income. By these means, he was able 
to rule from 1681 to 1685 without recalling Parliament. In 
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suspending all religious tests and permitting free wor-
ship. In June 1688, James imprisoned seven Anglican 
bishops who had refused to publicize his suspension of 
laws against the Catholics. Each of these actions rep-
resented a direct royal attack on the local authority of 
nobles, landowners, the church, and other corporate bod-
ies whose members believed they possessed particular 
legal privileges. James not only sought to aid his fellow 
Roman Catholics but also to pursue absolutist policies 
similar to those of Louis XIV whom he deeply admired.

The English had hoped that James would be suc-
ceeded by Mary (r. 1689–1694), his Protestant eldest 
daughter. She was the wife of William III of Orange, the 
leader of European opposition to Louis XIV. But on June 
20, James II’s Catholic second wife gave birth to a son. 
There was now a Catholic male heir to the throne. The 
Parliamentary opposition invited William to invade Eng-
land to preserve its “traditional liberties,” that is, the 
Anglican Church and parliamentary government.

William of Orange arrived with his army in November 
1688 and was received with considerable popular support. 
James fled to France, and Parliament, in 1689, proclaimed 
William III and Mary II the new monarchs, thus complet-
ing the “Glorious Revolution.” William and Mary, in turn, 
recognized a Bill of Rights that limited the powers of the 
monarchy and guaranteed the civil liberties of the English 
privileged classes. Henceforth, England’s monarchs would 
be subject to law and would rule by the consent of Par-
liament, which was to be called into session every three 
years. The Bill of Rights also prohibited Roman Catholics 
from occupying the English throne. The Toleration Act of 
1689 permitted worship by all Protestants and outlawed 
only Roman Catholics and those who denied the Christian 
doctrine of the Trinity. It did not, however, extend full 
political rights to persons outside the Church of England.

As will be seen more fully in the next chapter, in 
1690 John Locke published his Second Treatise of Civil 
Government, which defended the idea that government 
resided in the consent of the governed. This view directly 
opposed Tory support for absolutism as well as absolutist 
political thought on the continent. (See “Compare and 
Connect: The Debate over the Origin and Character of 
Political Authority,” pages 400–401.)

The Revolution of 1688 has traditionally been seen as 
a relatively peaceful event. Recent scholarship, however, 
has disclosed considerable resistance in both Scotland and 
Ireland, which resulted in significant loss of life. Con-
versely events in England itself now appear driven not 
only by the long-recognized actions of the political elite, 
but also by a genuinely popular resistance to James II. Fur-
thermore, the political results of the revolution went well 
beyond the assertion of parliamentary authority. In one 
area of government policy after another the reign of Wil-
liam and Mary marked important new departures for Brit-
ain. These included not only the aforementioned embrace 
of moderate religious toleration, but also a turn to poli-
cies favoring more modern economic activity resembling 

those years, Charles drove Shaftesbury into exile, executed 
several Whig leaders for treason, and bullied local corpora-
tions into electing members of Parliament submissive to 
the royal will. When Charles died in 1685 (after a deathbed 
conversion to Catholicism), he left James the prospect of a 
Parliament filled with royal friends.

The “Glorious Revolution”
When James II (r. 1685–1688) became king, he immedi-
ately demanded the repeal of the Test Act. When Parlia-
ment balked, he dissolved it and proceeded to appoint 
Catholics to high positions in both his court and the army. 
In 1687, he issued another Declaration of Indulgence 

1603 James VI of Scotland becomes James I  
of England

1604 Hampton Court conference
1611 Publication of the authorized, or King James, 

version of the English Bible
1625 Charles I becomes English monarch
1628 Petition of Right
1629 Charles I dissolves Parliament and embarks 

on eleven years of personal rule
1640 April–May, Short Parliament; November, 

Long Parliament convenes
1642 Outbreak of the Civil War
1645 Charles I defeated at Naseby
1648 Pride’s Purge
1649 Charles I executed

1649–1660 Various attempts at a Puritan 
Commonwealth

1660 Charles II restored to the English throne
1670 Secret Treaty of Dover between France  

and England
1672 Parliament passes the Test Act
1678 Popish Plot
1685 James II becomes king of England
1688 “Glorious Revolution”
1689 William and Mary proclaimed English 

monarchs
1701 Acts of Settlement provides for Hanoverian 

succession
1702–1714 Reign of Queen Anne, the last of the Stuarts

1707 Act of Union between England and Scotland
1713 Treaty of Utrecht ends the War of the  

Spanish Succession
1714 George I becomes king of Great Britain  

and establishes the Hanoverian dynasty
1721–1742 Robert Walpole dominates British politics

1727 George II becomes king of Great Britain

ENGLAND IN ThE SEVENTEENTh CENTuRy
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government. Walpole’s ascendancy from 1721 to 1742 
was based on royal support, his ability to handle the 
House of Commons, and his control of government 
patronage. Walpole maintained peace abroad and pro-
moted the status quo at home. Britain’s foreign trade 
spread from New England to India. Because the central 
government refrained from interfering with the local 
political influence of nobles and other landowners, they 
were willing to serve as local government administrators, 
judges, and military commanders, and to collect and pay 
the taxes to support a powerful military force, particu-
larly a strong navy. As a result, Great Britain became not 
only a European power of the first order but eventually a 
world power as well.

The power of the British monarchs and their ministers 
had real limits. Parliament could not wholly ignore popular 
pressure. Even with the extensive use of patronage, many 
members of Parliament maintained independent views. 
Newspapers and public debate flourished. Free speech could 
be exercised, as could freedom of association. There was no 
large standing army. There existed significant religious tol-
eration. Walpole’s enemies could and did openly oppose his 
policies, which would not have been possible on the Conti-
nent. Consequently, the English state combined consider-

able military power with both religious and political 
liberty. British political life became the model for all 
progressive Europeans who questioned the absolut-
ist political developments of the Continent. Further-
more, many of the political values that had emerged 
in the British Isles during the seventeenth century also 
took deep root among their North American colonies.

▼	Rise of Absolute Monarchy in 
France: The World of Louis XIV
Historians once portrayed Louis XIV’s reign (r. 1643–
1715) as a time when the French monarchy exerted 
far-reaching, direct con-
trol of the nation at all 
levels. A somewhat dif-
ferent picture has now 
emerged.

The French monarchy, which had faced numer-
ous challenges from strong, well-armed nobles and 
discontented Protestants during the first half of the 
seventeenth century, only gradually achieved the 
firm authority for which it became renowned later 
in the century. The groundwork for Louis XIV’s abso-
lutism had been laid by two powerful chief minis-
ters, Cardinal Richelieu (1585–1642) under Louis 
XIII (r. 1610–1643), and then by Cardinal Mazarin 
(1602–1661). Both Richelieu and Mazarin attempted 
to impose direct royal administration on France. 
Richelieu had also circumscribed many of the polit-
ical privileges Henry IV had extended to French 

that of the Netherlands and a redirection of foreign policy 
toward direct opposition to France whereas both Charles 
II and James II had sought to imitate French absolutism 
and to pursue close relationships with Louis XIV.

The parliamentary measure closing this century of 
strife was the Act of Settlement (1701), which provided 
for the English crown to go to the Protestant House of 
Hanover in Germany if Queen Anne (r. 1702–1714), the 
second daughter of James II and the heir to the childless 
William III, died without issue. Thus, at Anne’s death 
in 1714, the Elector of Hanover became King George I of 
Great Britain (r. 1714–1727) since England and Scotland 
had been combined in an Act of Union in 1707.

The Age of Walpole
George I almost immediately confronted a challenge to 
his title. James Edward Stuart (1688–1766), the Catholic 
son of James II, landed in Scotland in December 1715, but 
met defeat less than two months later.

Despite the victory over the Stuart pretender, the 
political situation after 1715 remained in flux until 
Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745) took over the helm of 

Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745), far left, is shown talking with the Speaker 
of the House of Commons. Walpole, who dominated British political life 
from 1721 to 1742, is considered the first prime minister of Britain. Mansell/

TimePix/Getty Images, Inc.

View the Map “Map 
Discovery: France 
Under Louis XIV” on 
MyHistoryLab.com
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Louis devoted enormous personal energy to his 
political tasks. He ruled through councils that controlled 
foreign affairs, the army, domestic administration, and 
economic regulations. Each day he spent hours with 
the ministers of these councils, whom he chose from 
families long in royal service or from among people just 
beginning to rise in the social structure. Unlike the more 
ancient noble families, the latter had no real or potential 
power bases in the prov-
inces and depended solely 
on the king for their stand-
ing in both government 
and society.

Louis made sure, however, that the nobility and other 
major social groups would benefit from the growth of his 
own authority. Although he controlled foreign affairs and 
limited the influence of noble institutions on the monar-
chy, he never tried to abolish those institutions or limit 
their local authority. The crown, for example, usually 
conferred informally with regional judicial bodies, called 
parlements, before making rulings that would affect 
them. Likewise, the crown would rarely enact economic 
regulations without consulting local opinion. Louis did, 
however, clash with the Parlement of Paris, which had 
the right to register royal laws. In 1673, he curtailed its 
power by requiring it to register laws before raising any 
questions about them. Many regional parlements and 
other authorities, however, had long resented the power 
of that Parisian body and thus supported the monarch.

Versailles
Louis and his advisors became masters of propaganda and 
political image creation. Louis never missed an opportu-
nity to impress the grandeur of his crown on the French 
people but most especially on the French nobility. He did 
so by the manipulation of symbols. For example, when the 
dauphin (the heir to the French throne) was born in 1662, 
Louis appeared for the celebration dressed as a Roman 
emperor. He also dominated the nobility by demonstrat-
ing that he could outspend them and create a greater social 
display than the strongest nobles in the land.

The central element of the image of the monarchy 
was the palace of Versailles, which, when completed, 
was the largest secular structure in Europe. More than 
any other monarch of the day, Louis XIV used the physi-
cal setting of his court to exert political control. Ver-
sailles, built between 1676 and 1708 on the outskirts of 
Paris, became Louis’s permanent residence after 1682. It 
was a temple to royalty, designed and decorated to pro-
claim the glory of the Sun King, as Louis was known. A 
spectacular estate with magnificent fountains and gar-
dens, it housed thousands of the more important nobles, 
royal officials, and servants. The stables alone could 
hold 12,000 horses. Some nobles paid for their own resi-
dence at the palace, thus depleting their resources; others 
required royal patronage to remain in residence. In either 

Protestants in the Edict of Nantes (1598). The central-
izing policies of Richelieu and then of Mazarin, however, 
finally provoked a series of widespread rebellions among 
French nobles between 1649 and 1652 known as the 
Fronde (after the slingshots used by street boys).

Though unsuccessful, these rebellions convinced 
Louis XIV and his advisors that heavy-handed policies 
could endanger the throne. Thereafter Louis would con-
centrate unprecedented authority in the monarchy, but 
he would be more subtle than his predecessors. His genius 
was to make the monarchy the most important and pow-
erful political institution in France while also assuring 
the nobles and other wealthy groups of their social stand-
ing and influence on the local level. Rather than destroy-
ing existing local social and political institutions, Louis 
largely worked through them. Nevertheless, the king was 
clearly the senior partner in the relationship.

Years of Personal Rule
On the death of Mazarin in 1661, Louis XIV assumed 
personal control of the government at the age of twenty-
three. He appointed no single chief minister. Rebellious 
nobles would now be challenging the king directly; they 
could not claim to be resisting only a bad minister.

Read the Document 
“Louis de Rouvroy, duc de 
Saint-Simon, Memoires” 
on MyHistoryLab.com

Louis XIV of France came to symbolize absolute monarchy though 
such government was not as absolute as the term implied. This 
state portrait was intended to convey the grandeur of the king 
and of his authority. The portrait was brought into royal council 
meetings when the king himself was absent.  Hyacinthe Rigaud 

(1659–1743), Portrait of Louis XIV. Louvre, Paris, France. Dorling Kindersley 

Media Library/Max Alexander. © Dorling Kindersley, courtesy of l’Etablissement 

public du musée et du domaine national de Versailles
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View the Closer Look on MyHistoryLab.comL O O KA Closer 
VERSAILLES

LOUIS XIV CONSTRUCTED his great palace at Versailles, as painted here in 1668 by Pierre Patel the Elder (1605–1676), 
to demonstrate the new centralized power he sought to embody in the French monarchy.

how might the size alone of Versailles, as experienced by visi-
tors and by viewers of paintings and prints of the structure, 
have served to overawe Louis’s subjects? What other buildings 
of the day might have approached Versailles in size? In par-
ticular, how might French nobility have reacted to the setting?

Do you think some people who saw Versailles or images of it 
might have wondered how this extraordinary royal commu-
nity was financed and might have drawn critical conclusions 
about the structure of French taxes?

by the end of his life Louis rarely ventured outside Versailles 
and neither did his eighteenth-century royal successors. 
how might the limitation of so much royal experience to the 
region of Versailles distorted the monarchs’ view of their 
kingdom.

how might the images of Louis in mythological scenes cre-
ated a sense that he and his power were vaster than those 
of ordinary mortals?

Pierre Patel, Perspective View of Versailles. Chateaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles, France. Musée du Château de Versailles/Gianni Dagli Orti/The 

Art Archive at Art Resource, NY

The outer wings, 
extending from the 
front of the central 
structure, housed 
governmental offices.

The central building is the hunting lodge his father 
Louis XIII built earlier in the century. Its interior 
and added wings were decorated with themes 
from mythology, presenting Louis XIV as the “Sun 
King” around whom his kingdom revolved.

The gardens and ponds behind the main structure 
were sites of elaborative entertainment, concerts, 
and fireworks. Given the extravagant scale of the 
palace and gardens, it took armies of servants 
with shears to keep the green forest lawn and 
 vegetation (tapis vert) “royal.”
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Louis’s Early Wars
By the late 1660s, France was superior to any other Euro-
pean nation in population, administrative bureaucracy, 
army, and national unity. Because of the economic poli-
cies of Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683), his most bril-
liant minister, Louis could afford to raise and maintain 
a large and powerful army. His enemies and some later 
historians claimed that Louis wished to dominate all of 
Europe, but it would appear that his chief military and 
foreign policy goal was to achieve secure international 
boundaries for France. He was particularly concerned 
to secure its northern borders along the Spanish Neth-
erlands, the Franche-Comté, Alsace, and Lorraine from 
which foreign armies had invaded France and could eas-
ily do so again. Louis was also determined to frustrate 
Habsburg ambitions that endangered France and, as part 
of that goal, sought to secure his southern borders toward 
Spain. Whether reacting to external events or pursuing 
his own ambitions, Louis’s pursuit of French interests 
threatened and terrified neighboring states and led them 
to form coalitions against France.

The early wars of Louis XIV included conflicts with 
Spain and the United Netherlands. The first was the War 
of the Devolution in which Louis supported the alleged 

case they became dependent on the monarch. Although 
it consumed over half of Louis’s annual revenues, Ver-
sailles paid significant political dividends.

Because Louis ruled personally, he was himself the 
chief source of favors and patronage in France. To empha-
size his prominence, he organized life at court around 
every aspect of his own daily routine. Elaborate etiquette 
governed every detail of life at Versailles. Moments near 
the king were important to most court nobles because 
they were effectively excluded from the real business of 
government. The king’s rising and dressing were times 
of rare intimacy, when nobles could whisper their spe-
cial requests in his ear. Fortunate nobles held his night 
candle when he went to his bed.

Some nobles, of course, avoided Versailles. They 
managed their estates and cultivated their local influ-
ence. Many others were simply too poor to cut a figure at 
court. All the nobility understood, however, that Louis, 
unlike Richelieu and Mazarin, would not threaten their 
local social standing. Louis supported France’s traditional 
social structure and the social privileges of the nobility. 
Yet even the most powerful nobles knew they could strike 
only a modest figure when compared to the Sun King.

King by Divine Right
An important source for Louis’s concept of royal author-
ity was his devout tutor, political theorist Bishop Jacques-
Bénigne Bossuet (1627–1704). Bossuet defended what he 
called the “divine right of kings” and cited examples of 
Old Testament rulers divinely appointed by and answer-
able only to God. Medieval popes had insisted that only 
God could judge a pope, so Bossuet argued that only God 
could judge the king. Although kings might be duty 
bound to reflect God’s will in their rule, yet as God’s 
regents on earth they could not be bound to the dictates 
of mere nobles and parliaments. Such assumptions lay 
behind Louis XIV’s alleged declaration: “L’êtat, c’est 
moi” (“I am the state”). (See “Compare and Connect: 
The Debate over the Origin and Character of Political 
Authority,” pages 400–401.)

Despite these claims, Louis’s rule did not exert the 
oppressive control over the daily lives of his subjects 
that police states would do in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. His absolutism functioned primarily 
in the classic areas of European state action—the mak-
ing of war and peace, the regulation of religion, and the 
oversight of economic activity. Even at the height of 
his power, local institutions, some controlled by towns-
people and others by nobles, retained their administra-
tive authority. The king and his ministers supported the 
social and financial privileges of these local elites. In 
contrast to the Stuart kings of England, however, Louis 
firmly prevented them from interfering with his author-
ity on the national level. This system would endure 
until a financial crisis demoralized the French monarchy 
in the 1780s.

FRANCE FRoM LouIS XIV  
To CARDINAL FLEuRy

1643 Louis ascends the French throne at the age 
of five

1643–1661 Cardinal Mazarin directs the French 
government

1648 Peace of Westphalia
1649–1652 The Fronde revolt

1653 The pope declares Jansenism a heresy
1660 Papal ban on Jansenists enforced in France
1661 Louis commences personal rule

1667–1668 War of Devolution
1670 Secret Treaty of Dover between France  

and Great Britain
1672–1679 French war against the Netherlands

1685 Louis revokes the Edict of Nantes
1688–1697 War of the League of Augsburg

1701 Outbreak of the War of the Spanish 
Succession

1713 Treaty of Utrecht between France  
and Great Britain

1714 Treaty of Rastatt between France  
and the Empire and Holland

1715 Death of Louis XIV
1715–1720 Regency of the duke of Orléans in France

1720 Mississippi Bubble bursts in France
1726–1743 Cardinal Fleury serves as Louis XV’s chief 

minister
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inconclusively with the Peace of Nijmwegen, signed with 
different parties in successive years (1678, 1679). France 
gained more territory, including the Franche-Comté.

Louis’s Repressive Religious Policies
Like Richelieu before him, Louis believed that political 
unity and stability required religious conformity. To that 
end he carried out repressive actions against both Roman 
Catholics and Protestants.

Suppression of the Jansenists The French crown 
and the French Roman Catholic church had long jeal-
ously guarded their ecclesiastical independence or “Gal-
lican Liberties” from papal authority in Rome. However, 

right of his first wife, Marie Thérèse, to inherit the 
Spanish Netherlands. He contended that through com-
plex legal arrangements they should have “devolved” 
upon her, hence the name of the war. In 1667, Louis’s 
armies invaded Flanders and the Franche-Comté. He was 
repulsed by the Triple Alliance of England, Sweden, and 
the United Provinces. By the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle 
(1668), he gained control of certain towns bordering the 
Spanish Netherlands. (See Map 13–1.)

In 1670, with the secret Treaty of Dover, England and 
France became allies against the Dutch. Louis invaded the 
Netherlands again in 1672. The Prince of Orange, the future 
William III of England, forged an alliance with the Holy 
Roman Emperor, Spain, Lorraine, and Brandenburg against 
Louis, now regarded as a menace to the whole of west-
ern Europe, Catholic and Protestant alike. The war ended 

Map 13–1 the first three Wars of louis xiV This map shows the territorial changes resulting 
from Louis XIV’s first three major wars (1667–1697).
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C o n n e C t

The Debate over the origin and 
 Character of Political Authority

hope to escape him, and finally, the only protection 
of individuals against the public authority should be 
their innocence. This confirms the teaching of St. 
Paul: “Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do 
that which is good” [Rom. 13:3].

God is infinite, God is all. The prince, as prince, is 
not regarded as a private person: he is a public person-
age, all the state is in him; the will of all the people is 
included in his. As all perfection and all strength are 
united in God, so all the power of individuals is united 
in the person of the prince. What grandeur that a single 
man should embody so much! . . . 

Behold an immense people united in a single per-
son; behold this holy power, paternal and absolute; 
behold the secret cause which governs the whole body 
of the state, contained in a single head: you see the 
image of God in the king, and you have the idea of 
royal majesty. God is holiness itself, goodness itself, 
and power itself. In these things lies the majesty of 
God. In the image of these things lies the majesty of 
the prince. n

I.  Bishop Bossuet Defends the Divine 
Right of Kings

The revolutions of the seventeenth century caused many 
to fear anarchy far more than tyranny, among them the 
influential French bishop Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet (1627–
1704), the leader of French Catholicism in the second half 
of the seventeenth century. Louis XIV made him court 
preacher and tutor to his son, for whom Bossuet wrote 
a celebrated universal history. In the following excerpt, 
Bossuet defends the divine right and absolute power of 
kings. He depicts kings as embracing in their person the 
whole body of the state and the will of the people they 
govern and, as such, as being immune from judgment by 
any mere mortal.

The royal power is absolute. . . .  The prince need 
render account of his acts to no one. “I counsel thee 
to keep the king’s commandment, and that in regard 
of the oath of God. Be not hasty to go out of his sight; 
stand not on an evil thing for he doeth whatsoever 
pleaseth him. Where the word of a king is, there is 
power; and who may say unto him, What doest thou? 
Whoso keepeth the commandment shall feel no evil 
thing” [Eccles. 8:2–5]. Without this absolute author-
ity the king could neither do good nor repress evil. It 
is necessary that his power be such that no one can 

QuESTIoNS
 1. Why might bossuet have wished to make such 

extravagant claims for absolute royal power?

 2. how might these claims be transferred to any form 
of government?

 3. how does bossuet’s argument for absolute royal 
authority lead also to the need for a single uniform 
religion in France?

 4. Why does Locke find an absolute monarch in con-
flict with his subjects and they with him?

 5. how do Locke’s views serve to provide a foundation 
for parliamentary government?

 6. how might subjects governed according to 
 bossuet’s and Locke’s principles relate differently 
to their monarchs and to the officials of monarchs 
administering their local communities?

DURING THE SECOND half of the seventeenth century a profound dispute occurred among European political phi-
losophers over the origin and character of political authority. Some political philosophers, here illustrated by the French 
bishop Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, contended that monarchs governed absolutely by virtue of authority derived from 
God. Other philosophers, here illustrated by the English writer John Locke, contended that political authority originated 
in the consent of the governed and that such authority was inherently limited in its scope.

Read the Compare and Connect on MyHistoryLab.com

From Politics Drawn from the Very Words of Holy Scripture, as quoted in 
James Harvey Robinson, ed., Readings in European History, Vol. 2 (Boston: 
Athenaeum, 1906), pp. 275–276.
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the same to all parties; and by men having authority from 
the community, for the execution of those rules, decides 
all the differences that may happen between any mem-
bers of that society concerning any matter of right . . . 

Whenever therefore any number of men are so united 
into one society, as to quit every one his executive power 
of the law of nature, and to resign it to the public, there 
and there only is a political, or civil society. . . . 

Hence it is evident, that absolute monarchy, which by 
some men is counted the only government in the world, 
is indeed inconsistent with civil society, and so can be no 
form of civil government at all; for the end of civil society, 
being to avoid, and remedy those inconveniencies of the 
state of nature, which necessarily follow from every man’s 
being judge in his own case, by setting up a known author-
ity, to which every one of that society may appeal upon any 
injury received, or controversy that may arise, and which 

every one of the society ought to 
obey; where-ever any persons are, 
who have not such an authority to 
appeal to, for the decision of any 
difference between them, there 
those persons are still in the state 
of nature; and so is every absolute 
prince, in respect of those who are 
under his dominion.

For he being supposed to have 
all, both legislative and executive 
power in himself alone, there is no 
judge to be found, no appeal lies 
open to any one, who may fairly, 
and indifferently, and with author-
ity decide, and from whose decision 
relief and redress may be expected 
of any injury or inconveniency, that 
may be suffered from the prince, or 
by his order: so that such a man, 
however intitled, czar, or grand 
seignior, or how you please, is as 
much in the state of nature, with all 
under his dominion, as he is with 
the rest of mankind: for where-
ever any two men are, who have no 
standing rule, and common judge 
to appeal to on earth, for the deter-
mination of controversies of right 
betwixt them, there they are still 
in the state of nature, and under all 
the inconveniencies of it . . . n

From John Locke, Of Civil Government, para-
graphs 87, 89, 90, 91 in Two Treatises of Gov-
ernment, a new ed. (London: 1824), pp. 179–183.

II.  John Locke Denounces the Idea  
of Absolute Monarchy

John Locke (1632–1704) was the most important English phi-
losopher of the late seventeenth century. As will be seen in 
Chapter 14 he wrote on a wide variety of subjects including 
both political philosophy and religious toleration. In 1690 he 
published his second Treatise of Civil Government. In this 
work he defended limitations on government and rooted 
political authority in the consent of the governed. He drafted 
the treatise in the late 1670s in response to Tory assertions 
of absolute monarchy set forth by supporters of Charles II. 
The treatise was published in the wake of the Revolution of 
1688 and was read at the time as a justification of that event. 
Locke’s thought would almost a century later influence the 
American Declaration of Independence. In the passages 
below Locke explains that under 
absolute monarchy citizens must sub-
mit to an authority from which they 
can make no appeal. Consequently, 
there is a necessary conflict between 
citizens and the absolute monarchy. 
It was to escape such conflict and 
to secure property and liberty that 
human beings had left the state of 
nature to found civil society.

Man being born . . . with a title 
to perfect freedom, and an uncon-
trolled enjoyment of all the rights 
and privileges of the law of nature, 
equally with any other man, or 
number of men in the world, hath 
by nature a power, not only to pre-
serve his property, that is, his life, 
liberty and estate, against the inju-
ries and attempts of other men; but 
to judge of, and punish the breaches 
of that law in others, as he is per-
suaded the offence deserve. . . .  
[T]here and there only is political 
society, where every one of the 
members hath quitted this natu-
ral power, resigned it up into the 
hands of the community in all 
cases that excludes him not from 
appealing for protection to the law 
established by it. And thus all pri-
vate judgment of every particular 
member being excluded, the com-
munity comes to be umpire, by set-
tled standing rules, indifferent, and 

Title page from Two Treatises of Government by 
John Locke, London, 1690. Courtesy of the Library of 

Congress, Rosenwald Collection, Rare Book and Special Col-

lections Division
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what eighteenth-century public opinion saw as the cor-
ruption of the mid-eighteenth-century French royal court.

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes After the Edict of 
Nantes in 1598, relations between the Catholic majority 
(nine-tenths of the French population) and the Protestant 
minority had remained hostile. There were about 1.75 
million Huguenots in France in the 1660s (out of an over-
all population of around 18 million), but their numbers 
were declining. The French Catholic church had long 
supported their persecution as both pious and patriotic.

After the Peace of Nijmwegen, Louis launched a 
methodical campaign against the Huguenots in an effort 
to unify France religiously. He was also influenced in 
this policy by his mistress who became his second wife, 
Madame de Maintenon (1635–1719), a deeply pious Cath-
olic who drew Louis toward a much more devout reli-
gious observance. Louis hounded Huguenots out of public 
life, banning them from government office and excluding 
them from such professions as printing and medicine. He 
used financial incentives to encourage them to convert 
to Catholicism. In 1681, he bullied them by quartering 
troops in their towns. Finally, in October 1685, Louis 
revoked the Edict of Nantes, and extensive religious 

after the conversion to Roman Catholicism of Henry IV 
in 1593, the Jesuits, fiercely loyal to the authority of the 
Pope, had monopolized the education of French upper-
class men, and their devout students promoted the reli-
gious reforms and doctrines of the Council of Trent. As 
a measure of their success, Jesuits served as confessors 
to Henry IV, Louis XIII, and Louis XIV.

A Roman Catholic religious movement known as 
Jansenism arose in the 1630s in opposition to the theol-
ogy and the political influence of the Jesuits. Jansenists 
adhered to the teachings of St. Augustine (354–430) that 
had also influenced many Protestant doctrines. Serious 
and uncompromising, they particularly opposed Jesuit 
teachings about free will. They believed with Augustine 
that original sin had so corrupted humankind that indi-
viduals could by their own effort do nothing good nor 
contribute anything to their own salvation. The name-
sake of the movement, Cornelius Jansen (d. 1638), was 
a Flemish theologian and the bishop of Ypres. His post-
humously published Augustinus (1640) assailed Jesuit 
teaching on grace and salvation as morally lax.

Jansenism made considerable progress among promi-
nent families in Paris. They were opposed to the Jesu-
its and supported Jansenist religious communities such 
as the convent at Port-Royal outside Paris. Jansenists, 
whose Augustinian theology resembled Calvinism, were 
known to live extremely pious and morally austere lives. 
In these respects, though firm Roman Catholics, they 
resembled English Puritans. Also, like the Puritans, the 
Jansenists became associated with opposition to royal 
authority, and families of Jansenist sympathies had been 
involved in the Fronde.

On May 31, 1653, Pope Innocent X declared heretical 
five Jansenist theological propositions on grace and salva-
tion. In 1656, the pope banned Jansen’s Augustinus. In 
1660, Louis permitted the papal bull banning Jansenism 
to be enforced in France. He also eventually closed down 
the Port-Royal community. Thereafter, Jansenists either 
retracted their views or went underground. In 1713, Pope 
Clement XI issued the bull Unigenitus, which again 
extensively condemned Jansenist teaching. The now 
aged Louis XIV ordered the French church to accept the 
bull despite internal ecclesiastical opposition.

The theological issues surrounding Jansenism were 
complex. By persecuting the Jansenists, however, Louis 
XIV turned his back on the long tradition of protecting 
the Gallican Liberties of the French Church and fostered 
within the French Church a core of opposition to royal 
authority. This had long-term political significance. Dur-
ing the eighteenth century after the death of Louis XIV, the 
Parlement of Paris and other French judicial bodies would 
reassert their authority in opposition to the monarchy. 
These courts were sympathetic to the Jansenists because 
of their common resistance to royal authority. Jansenism, 
because of its austere morality, then also came to embody 
a set of religious and moral values that contrasted with 

Françoise d’Aubigne, Madame de Maintenon (1635–1719), a 
mistress to Louis XIV, secretly married him after his first wife’s 
death. The deeply pious Maintenon influenced Louis’s policy to 
make Roman Catholicism France’s only religion. Pierre Mignard 

(1612–1695), Portrait of Francoise d’Aubigne, Marquise de Maintenon 

 (1635–1719), mistress and second wife of Louis XIV, c. 1694. Oil on canvas, 

128 × 97 cm. Inv.: MV 3637. Chateaux de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles, 

France/RMN-Grand Palais/Gérard Blot/Art Resource, NY
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The English, in contrast, had advanced weaponry (flint-
lock rifles, paper cartridges, and ring bayonets) and supe-
rior tactics (thin, maneuverable troop columns rather than 
the traditional deep ones). John Churchill, the Duke of 
Marlborough (1650–1722), bested Louis’s soldiers in every 
major engagement, although French arms triumphed in 
Spain. After 1709 the war became a bloody stalemate.

France finally made peace with England at Utrecht 
in July 1713, and with Holland and the emperor at Ras-
tatt in March 1714. Philip V remained king of Spain, but 
England got Gibraltar and the island of Minorca, making 
it a Mediterranean power. (See Map 13–2, p. 405.) Louis 
also recognized the right of the House of Hanover to the 
English throne.

France After Louis XIV
Despite its military reverses in the War of the Spanish  
Succession, France remained a great power. It was less 
strong in 1715 than in 1680, but it still possessed the 
largest European population, an advanced, if troubled, 
economy, and the administrative structure bequeathed 
it by Louis XIV. Moreover, even if France and its  
resources had been drained by the last of Louis’s 
wars, the other major states of Europe were similarly 
debilitated.

Louis XIV was succeeded by his five-year-old great-
grandson Louis XV (r. 1715–1774). The young boy’s 
uncle, the duke of Orléans, became regent and remained 
so until his death in 1720. The regency, marked by finan-
cial and moral scandals, further undermined the faltering 
prestige of the monarchy.

John Law and the Mississippi bubble The duke of 
Orléans was a gambler, and for a time he turned over 
the financial management of the kingdom to John Law 
(1671–1729), a Scottish mathematician and fellow gam-
bler. Law believed an increase in the paper-money sup-
ply would stimulate France’s economic recovery. With 
the permission of the regent, he established a bank in 
Paris that issued paper money. Law then organized a 
monopoly, called the Mississippi Company, on trading 
privileges with the French colony of Louisiana in North 
America.

The Mississippi Company also took over the man-
agement of the French national debt. The company 
issued shares of its own stock in exchange for gov-
ernment bonds, which had fallen sharply in value. 
To redeem large quantities of bonds, Law encouraged 
speculation in the Mississippi Company stock. In 1719, 
the price of the stock rose handsomely. Smart inves-
tors, however, took their profits by selling their stock 
in exchange for paper money from Law’s bank, which 
they then sought to exchange for gold. The bank, how-
ever, lacked enough gold to redeem all the paper money 
brought to it.

repression followed. Protestant churches and schools 
were closed, Protestant ministers exiled, nonconverting 
laity were condemned to be galley slaves, and Protestant 
children were baptized by Catholic priests. (See the Docu-
ment “Louis XIV Revokes the Edict of Nantes,” page 404.)

The revocation was a major blunder. Henceforth, Prot-
estants across Europe considered Louis a fanatic who must 
be resisted at all costs. More than a quarter million peo-
ple, many of whom were highly skilled, left France. They 
formed new communities abroad and joined the resistance 
to Louis in England, Germany, Holland, and the New 
World. As a result of the revocation of the Edict of Nantes 
and the ongoing persecution of Jansenists, France became a 
symbol of religious repression in contrast to England’s rep-
utation for moderate, if not complete, religious toleration.

Louis’s Later Wars
The League of Augsburg and the Nine years’ 
War After the Treaty of Nijmwegen in 1678–1679, 
Louis maintained his army at full strength and restlessly 
probed beyond his borders. In 1681 his forces occupied the 
free city of Strasbourg on the Rhine River, prompting new 
defensive coalitions to form against him. One of these, the 
League of Augsburg, grew to include England, Spain, Swe-
den, the United Provinces, and the major German states. 
It also had the support of the Habsburg emperor Leopold 
I (r. 1658–1705). Between 1689 and 1697, the League and 
France battled each other in the Nine Years’ War, while 
England and France struggled to control North America.

The Peace of Ryswick, signed in September 1697, 
which ended the war, secured Holland’s borders and 
thwarted Louis’s expansion into Germany.

War of the Spanish Succession On November 1, 
1700, the last Habsburg king of Spain, Charles II (r. 1665–
1700), died without direct heirs. Before his death, negoti-
ations had begun among the nations involved to partition 
his inheritance in a way that would preserve the exist-
ing balance of power. Charles II, however, left his entire 
inheritance to Louis’s grandson Philip of Anjou, who 
became Philip V of Spain (r. 1700–1746).

Spain and the vast trade with its American empire 
appeared to have fallen to France. In September 1701, Eng-
land, Holland, and the Holy Roman Empire formed the 
Grand Alliance to preserve the balance of power by once 
and for all securing Flanders as a neutral barrier between 
Holland and France and by gaining for the emperor, who 
was also a Habsburg, his fair share of the Spanish inheri-
tance. Louis soon increased the political stakes by recog-
nizing the Stuart claim to the English throne.

In 1701 the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) 
began, and it soon enveloped western Europe. For the first 
time in Louis’s reign France went to war with inadequate 
finances, a poorly equipped army, and mediocre generals. 
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Art. 1. Know that we . . . with our certain knowl-
edge, full power and royal authority, have by 

this present, perpetual and irrevocable edict, sup-
pressed and revoked the edict of the aforesaid king 
our grandfather, given at Nantes in the month of 
April, 1598, in all its extent . . . together with all 
the concessions made by [this] and other edicts, 
declarations, and decrees, to the people of the 
so-called Reformed religion, of whatever nature 
they be . . . and in consequence we desire . . . that 
all the temples of the people of the aforesaid so-
called Reformed religion situated in our king-
dom . . . should be demolished forthwith.

Art. 2. We forbid our subjects of the so-called 
Reformed religion to assemble any more for public 
worship of the above-mentioned religion. . . . 

Art. 3. We likewise forbid all lords, of what-
ever rank they may be, to carry out heretical ser-
vices in houses and fiefs . . . the penalty for . . . the 
said worship being confiscation of their body and 
possessions.

Art. 4. We order all ministers of the aforesaid 
so-called Reformed religion who do not wish to be 
converted and to embrace the Catholic, Apostolic, 
and Roman religion, to depart from our kingdom 
and the lands subject to us within fifteen days from 
the publication of our present edict . . . on pain of 
the galleys.

Art. 5. We desire that those among the said 
[Reformed] ministers who shall be converted [to 
the Catholic religion] shall continue to enjoy dur-
ing their life, and their wives shall enjoy after their 
death as long as they remain widows, the same 
exemptions from taxation and billeting of soldiers, 
which they enjoyed while they fulfilled the func-
tion of ministers. . . . 

Art. 8. With regard to children who shall be born 
to those of the aforesaid so-called Reformed reli-
gion, we desire that they be baptized by their parish 
priests. We command the fathers and mothers to 
send them to the churches for that purpose, on pen-
alty of a fine of 500 livres or more if they fail to do 
so; and afterwards, the children shall be brought up 
in the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman religion. . . . 

Art. 10. All our subjects of the so-called Reformed 
religion, with their wives and children, are to be 
strongly and repeatedly prohibited from leaving our 
aforesaid kingdom . . . or of taking out . . . their pos-
sessions and effects. . . . 

The members of the so-called Reformed religion, 
while awaiting God’s pleasure to enlighten them 
like the others, can live in the towns and districts 
of our kingdom . . . and continue their occupation 
there, and enjoy their possessions . . . on condi-
tion . . . that they do not make public profession of 
[their religion].

From S. Z. Ehler and John B. Morrall, eds. and trans., Church and State Through the Centuries: A Collection of Historic Documents (New York: Biblo & 
Tannen, 1967), pp. 209–213. Reprinted by permission of Biblo and Tannen Booksellers and Publishers.

l o u i s  x i V  r e V o K e s  t h e  e D i C t  o f  n a n t e s



Believing a country could not be governed by one king and one law unless it was also 
under one religious system, Louis XIV stunned much of Europe in October 1685 by 
revoking the Edict of Nantes, which had protected the religious freedoms and civil 
rights of French Protestants since 1598. Years of serious, often violent, persecution of 
French Protestants followed this revocation. Consequently, after 1685 in the minds of 
many Europeans political absolutism was associated with intolerance and religious 
persecution. Paradoxically, Pope Innocent XI (1676–1689) opposed Louis XIV’s revoca-
tion of the Edict of Nantes because he understood that this act and other aspects of 
Louis’s ecclesiastical policy were intended as political measures to allow his govern-
ment to dominate the Roman Catholic Church in France.

Compare this document to the one on page 410 in which the elector of Brandenburg 
welcomes displaced French Protestants into his domains.

What specific actions does this declaration order against Protestants? Does it offer any 
incentives for Protestants to convert to Catholicism? How does this declaration com-
pare with the English Test Act?

Document
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Despite this failure, the great French nobles did not sur-
render their ancient ambition to assert their rights, privi-
leges, and local influence over those of the monarchy. 
The chief feature of eighteenth-century French political 
life was the attempt of the nobility to use its authority 
to limit the power of the monarchy. The most effective 
instrument in this process was the previously mentioned 
parlements, or courts dominated by the nobility.

The duke of Orléans reversed the previously noted pol-
icy of Louis XIV and formally approved the reinstitution of 
the full power of the Parlement of Paris to allow or disal-
low laws. Moreover, throughout the eighteenth century 
that and other local parlements also succeeded in identi-
fying their authority and resistance to the monarchy with 
wider public opinion. This situation meant that until the 
revolution in 1789, the parlements became natural centers 
not only for aristocratic, but also for popular, resistance to 

In February 1720, all gold payments were halted in 
France. Soon thereafter, Law himself fled the country. 
The Mississippi Bubble, as the affair was called, had burst. 
The fiasco brought disgrace on the government that had 
sponsored Law. The Mississippi Company was later reor-
ganized and functioned profitably, but fear of paper money 
and speculation marked French economic life for decades.

Renewed Authority of the Parlements The duke of 
Orléans made a second decision that also lessened the 
power of the monarchy. He attempted to draw the French 
nobility once again into the decision-making  processes of 
the government. He set up a system of councils on which 
nobles were to serve along with bureaucrats. The years 
of idle noble domestication at Versailles, however, had 
worked too well, and the nobility seemed to lack both the 
talent and the desire to govern. The experiment failed. 

Map 13–2 euroPe in 1714 The War of the Spanish Succession ended a year before the death of 
Louis XIV. The Bourbons had secured the Spanish throne, but Spain had forfeited its possessions in 
Flanders and Italy.
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Under Louis XV (r. 1715–1774) France suffered major defeats in 
Europe and around the world and lost most of its North Ameri-
can empire. Louis himself was an ineffective ruler, and during his 
reign, the monarchy encountered numerous challenges from the 
French aristocracy. CORBIS/Bettmann

except for supplying grain to western Europe—grain, 
more often than not, carried on western European ships.

During the sixteenth and early seventeenth centu-
ries, the political authorities in this region, which lay 
largely east of the Elbe River, were weak. The almost 
constant warfare of the seventeenth century had led to 
a habit of temporary and shifting political loyalties with 
princes and aristocracies of small states refusing to sub-
ordinate themselves to central monarchical authorities.

During the last half of the seventeenth century, how-
ever, three strong dynasties, whose rulers aspired to the 
absolutism then being constructed in France, emerged in 
central and eastern Europe. After the Peace of Westpha-
lia in 1648, the Austrian Habsburgs recognized the basic 
weakness of the position of the Holy Roman Emperor 
and started to consolidate their power outside Germany. 
At the same time, Prussia under the Hohenzollern 
dynasty emerged as a factor in north German politics 
and as a major challenger to the Habsburg domination of 
Germany. Most important, Russia under the Romanov 
dynasty at the opening of the eighteenth century became 
a military and naval power of the first order. These three 
monarchies would dominate central and eastern Europe 
until the close of World War I in 1918. By contrast, dur-
ing the eighteenth century Poland became the single 
most conspicuous example in Europe of a land that failed 
to establish a viable centralized government.

The impending collapse of John Law’s bank triggered a finan-
cial panic throughout France. Desperate investors sought to 
exchange their paper currency for gold and silver before the 
banks’ supply of precious metals was exhausted. La Rue Quin-

campoix, The Law Affair, c. 1797 (coloured engraving), French School (18th 

century). Musee de la Ville de Paris, Musee Carnavalet, Paris, France/Archives 

Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Library International

royal authority. In a vast transformation from the days of 
Louis XIV, the parlements rather than the monarchy would 
come to be seen as more nearly representing the nation.

By 1726, the general political direction of the nation 
had come under the authority of Cardinal Fleury (1653–
1743). He worked to maintain the authority of the mon-
archy, including ongoing repression of the Jansenists, 
while continuing to preserve the local interests of the 
French nobility. Like Walpole in Britain, he pursued eco-
nomic prosperity at home and peace abroad. Again like 
Walpole, after 1740, Fleury could not prevent France from 
entering a worldwide colonial conflict. (See Chapter 17.)

▼	 Central and Eastern Europe
Central and eastern Europe were economically much less 
advanced than western Europe. Except for the Baltic ports, 
the economy was agrarian. There were fewer cities and 
many more large estates worked by serfs. The states in 

this region did not possess 
overseas empires; nor did 
they engage in extensive 
overseas trade of any kind, 

View the Map “Eastern 
Europe, ca. 1550” on 
MyHistoryLab.com
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Poland: Absence of 
Strong Central Authority
In no other part of Europe was the 
failure to maintain a competitive 
political position as complete as 
in Poland. In 1683 King John III 
Sobieski (r. 1674–1696) had led 
a Polish army to rescue Vienna 
from a Turkish siege. Follow-
ing that spectacular effort, how-
ever, Poland became a byword 
for the dangers of aristocratic 
independence.

The Polish monarchy was 
elective, but the deep distrust 
and divisions among the nobility 
usually prevented their electing 
a king from among themselves. 
Sobieski was a notable excep-
tion. Most of the Polish mon-
archs were foreigners and the 
tools of foreign powers. The Pol-
ish nobles did have a central leg-
islative body called the Sejm, or 
diet. It included only nobles and specifically excluded 
representatives from corporate bodies, such as the 
towns. The diet, however, had a practice known as the 
 liberum veto, whereby the staunch opposition of any 
single member, who might have been bribed by a foreign 
power, could require the body to disband. Such opposi-
tion, termed “exploding the diet,” was most often the 
work of a group of dissatisfied nobles rather than of one 
person. Nonetheless, the requirement of unanimity was 
a major stumbling block to effective government. The 
price of this noble liberty would eventually be the disap-
pearance of Poland from the map of Europe in the late 
eighteenth century.

The Habsburg Empire and the 
Pragmatic Sanction
The close of the Thirty Years’ War marked a funda-
mental turning point in the history of the Austrian 
Habsburgs. Previously, in alliance with their Spanish 
cousins, they had hoped to bring all of Germany under 
their control and back to the Catholic fold. In this they 
had failed, and the decline of Spanish power meant 
that the Austrian Habsburgs were on their own. (See 
Map 13–3, p. 408.)

After 1648, the Habsburg family retained a firm hold 
on the title of Holy Roman Emperor, but the power of 
the emperor depended less on the force of arms than on 
the cooperation he could elicit from the various political 
bodies in the empire. These included large German units 
(such as Saxony, Hanover, Bavaria, and Brandenburg) and 

scores of small German cities, bishoprics, principalities, 
and territories of independent knights. While establish-
ing their new dominance among the German states, the 
Habsburgs also began to consolidate their power and 
influence within their hereditary possessions outside the 
Holy Roman Empire, which included the Crown of Saint 
Wenceslas, encompassing the kingdom of Bohemia (in 
the modern Czech Republic) and the duchies of Moravia 
and Silesia; and the Crown of Saint Stephen, which ruled 
Hungary, Croatia, and Transylvania. Much of Hungary 
was only liberated from the Turks at the end of the sev-
enteenth century (1699).

Through the Treaty of  Rastatt in 1714, the Habsburgs 
further extended their domains, receiving the former 
 Spanish (thereafter Austrian)  Netherlands and Lombardy 
in northern Italy. Thereafter, the Habsburgs’ power and 
influence would be based  primarily on their territories 
outside of Germany.

In each of their many territories the Habsburgs ruled 
by virtue of a different title—king, archduke, duke—and 
they needed the cooperation of the local nobility, which 
was not always forthcoming. They repeatedly had to bar-
gain with nobles in one part of Europe to maintain their 
position in another. Their domains were so geographi-
cally diverse and the people who lived in them of so many 
different languages and customs that almost no grounds 
existed on which to unify them politically. Even Roman 
Catholicism proved ineffective as a common bond, par-
ticularly in Hungary, where many Magyar nobles were 
Calvinist and seemed ever ready to rebel. Over the years 
the Habsburg rulers established various central councils 
to chart common policies for their far-flung domains. 

In 1683 the Ottomans laid siege to Vienna. Only the arrival of Polish forces under King John 
III Sobieski (r. 1674–1696) saved the Habsburg capital. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY
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This instrument provided the legal basis for a sin-
gle line of inheritance within the Habsburg dynasty 
through Charles VI’s daughter Maria Theresa (r. 1740–
1780). Other members of the Habsburg family recog-
nized her as the rightful heir. After extracting various 
concessions from Charles, the nobles of the various 
Habsburg domains and the other European rulers also 

Virtually all of these bodies, however, dealt with only a 
portion of the Habsburg holdings.

Despite these internal difficulties, Leopold I (r. 1658–
1705) managed to resist the advances of the Ottoman 
Empire into central Europe, which included a siege of 
Vienna in 1683, and to thwart the aggression of Louis 
XIV. He achieved Ottoman recognition of his sovereignty 
over Hungary in 1699 and extended his territorial hold-
ings over much of the Balkan Peninsula and western 
Romania. These conquests allowed the Habsburgs to 
hope to develop Mediterranean trade through the port 
of Trieste on the northern coast of the Adriatic Sea and 
helped compensate for their loss of effective power over 
the Holy Roman Empire. Strength in the East gave them 
greater political leverage in Germany. Joseph I (r. 1705–
1711) continued Leopold’s policies.

When Charles VI (r. 1711–1740) succeeded Joseph, a 
new problem was added to the chronic one of territorial 
diversity. He had no male heir, and there was only the 
weakest of precedents for a female ruler of the Habsburg 
domains. Charles feared that on his death the Austrian 
Habsburg lands might fall prey to the surrounding pow-
ers, as had those of the Spanish Habsburgs in 1700. He 
was determined to prevent that disaster and to pro-
vide his domains with the semblance of legal unity. To 
those ends, he devoted most of his reign to seeking the 
approval of his family, the estates of his realms, and the 
major foreign powers for a document called the Prag-
matic Sanction.

AuSTRIA AND PRuSSIA IN ThE LATE 
 SEVENTEENTh AND EARLy  
EIGhTEENTh CENTuRIES

1640–1688 Reign of Frederick William, the Great 
Elector

1658–1705 Leopold I rules Austria and resists the 
 Turkish invasions

1683 Turkish siege of Vienna
1688–1713 Reign of Frederick I of Prussia

1699 Peace treaty between Turks and Habsburgs
1711–1740 Charles VI rules Austria and secures 

 agreement to the Pragmatic Sanction
1713–1740 Frederick William I builds up the military 

power of Prussia
1740 Maria Theresa succeeds to the Habsburg 

throne
1740 Frederick II violates the Pragmatic Sanction 

by invading Silesia

Map 13–3 the austrian habsburg emPire, 1521–1772 The empire had three main units—Austria, Bohemia, 
and Hungary. Expansion was mainly eastward: eastern Hungary from the Ottomans (seventeenth century) and Gali-
cia from Poland (1772). Meantime, Silesia was lost after 1740, but the Habsburgs remained Holy Roman Emperors.
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recognized her. Consequently, when Charles VI died 
in October 1740, he believed that he had secured legal 
unity for the Habsburg Empire and a safe succession for 
his daughter. He had indeed established a permanent 
line of succession and the basis for future legal bonds 
within the Habsburg holdings. Despite the Pragmatic 
Sanction, however, his failure to provide his daughter 
with a strong army or a full treasury left her inheri-
tance open to foreign aggression. Less than two months 
after his death, the fragility of the foreign agreements 
became apparent. In December 1740, Frederick II of 
Prussia invaded the Habsburg province of Silesia in 
eastern Germany. Maria Theresa had to fight for her 
inheritance.

Prussia and the Hohenzollerns
The rise of Prussia occurred within the German power 
vacuum created by the Peace of Westphalia. It is the 
story of the extraordinary Hohenzollern family, which 
had ruled Brandenburg since 1417. Through inheritance 
the family had acquired the duchy of Cleves, and the 
counties of Mark and Ravensburg in 1614, East Prussia 
in 1618, and Pomerania in 1648. (See Map 13–4.) Except 
for Pomerania, none of these lands shared a border with 
Brandenburg. East Prussia lay inside Poland and out-
side the authority of the Holy Roman Emperor. All of 
the territories lacked good natural resources, and many 
of them were devastated during the Thirty Years’ War. 
Still, by the late seventeenth century, the geographically 
scattered Hohenzollern holdings represented a block of 

territory within the Holy 
Roman Empire, second 
in size only to that of the 
Habsburgs.

The person who began to forge these areas into a 
modern state was Frederick William (r. 1640–1688), 
who became known as the Great Elector. He established 
himself and his successors as the central uniting power 
by breaking the local noble estates, organizing a royal 
bureaucracy, and building a strong army. (See the Docu-
ment “The Great Elector Welcomes Protestant Refugees 
from France,” page 410.)

Between 1655 and 1660, Sweden and Poland fought 
each other across the Great Elector’s holdings in Pomer-
ania and East Prussia. Frederick William had neither 
an adequate army nor the tax revenues to confront 
this threat. In 1655, the Brandenburg estates refused 
to grant him new taxes; however, he proceeded to col-
lect them by military force. In 1659, a different grant 
of taxes, originally made in 1653, elapsed; Frederick 
William continued to collect them as well as those he 
had imposed by his own authority. He used the money 
to build an army, which allowed him to continue to 
enforce his will without the approval of the nobility. 
Similar coercion took place against the nobles in his 
other territories.

Map 13–4 exPansion of branDenburg-Prussia In the sev-
enteenth century Brandenburg-Prussia expanded mainly by 
acquiring dynastic titles in geographically separated lands. In 
the eighteenth century it expanded through aggression to the 
east, seizing Silesia in 1740 and various parts of Poland in 1772, 
1793, and 1795.
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The taxes fell most heavily on the backs of the peas-
ants and the urban classes. As the years passed, Junk-
ers increasingly dominated the army officer corps, and 
this situation became even more pronounced during the 
eighteenth century. All officials and army officers took 
an oath of loyalty directly to the Elector. The army and 
the Elector thus came to embody the otherwise absent 
unity of the state. The army made Prussia a valuable 
potential ally.

There was, however, a political and social trade-off 
between the Elector and his various nobles. In exchange 
for their obedience to the Hohenzollerns, the Junk-
ers, or German noble landlords, received the right to 
demand obedience from their serfs. Frederick William 
also tended to choose as the local administrators of 
the tax structure men who would normally have been 
members of the noble branch of the old parliament. 
He thus co-opted potential opponents into his service. 

We, Friedrich Wilhelm, by Grace of God Mar-
grave of Brandenburg. . . .  Do hereby pro-

claim and make known to all and sundry that since 
the cruel persecutions and rigorous ill-treatment 
in which Our co-religionists of the Evangelical-
Reformed faith have for some time past been sub-
jected in the Kingdom of France, have caused many 
families to remove themselves and to betake them-
selves out of the said Kingdom into other lands, We 
now . . . have been moved graciously to offer them 
through this Edict . . . a secure and free refuge in all 
Our Lands and Provinces. . . . 

Since Our Lands are not only well and amply 
endowed with all things necessary to support life, 
but also very well-suited to the reestablishment of 
all kinds of manufactures and trade and traffic by 
land and water, We permit, indeed, to those settling 
therein free choice to establish themselves where 
it is most convenient for their profession and way 
of living. . . . 

The personal property which they bring with 
them, including merchandise and other wares, is 

to be totally exempt from any taxes, customs dues, 
licenses, or other imposts of any description, and 
not detained in any way. . . . 

As soon as these Our French co-religionists of the 
Evangelical-Reformed faith have settled in any town 
or village, they shall be admitted to the domiciliary 
rights and craft freedoms customary there, gratis 
and without payments of any fee; and shall be enti-
tled to the benefits, rights, and privileges enjoyed by 
Our other, native, subjects, residing there. . . . 

Not only are those who wish to establish man-
ufacture of cloth, stuffs, hats, or other objects in 
which they are skilled to enjoy all necessary free-
doms, privileges and facilities, but also provision is 
to be made for them to be assisted and helped as far 
as possible with money and anything else which 
they need to realize their intention. . . . 

Those who settle in the country and wish to 
maintain themselves by agriculture are to be given 
a certain plot of land to bring under cultivation 
and provided with whatever they need to establish 
themselves initially. . . . 

From C. A. Macartney, ed., The Habsburg and Hohenzollern Dynasties in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New York: Walker, 1970), pp. 270–273.

t h e  g r e a t  e l e C t o r  W e l C o m e s  P r o t e s t a n t 
r e f u g e e s  f r o m  f r a n C e



The Hohenzollern dynasty of Brandenburg–Prussia pursued a policy of religious tol-
eration. The family itself was Calvinist, whereas most of its subjects were Lutherans. 
When Louis XIV of France revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685, Frederick William, the 
Great Elector, seized the opportunity to invite French Protestants into his realms. As 
his proclamation indicates, he wanted to attract persons with productive skills who 
could aid the economic development of his domains.

In reading this document, do you believe religious or economic concerns more nearly 
led the elector of Brandenburg to welcome the French Protestants? What specific privi-
leges did the elector extend to them? To what extent were these privileges a welcoming 
measure, and to what extent were they inducements to emigrate to Brandenburg? In 
what kind of economic activity does the elector expect the French refugees to engage?

Document
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Yet even with the considerable accomplishments of 
the Great Elector, the house of Hohenzollern did not pos-
sess a crown. The achievement of a royal title was one 
of the few state-building accomplishments of Frederick I  
(r. 1688–1713). This son of the Great Elector was the least 
“Prussian” of his family during these crucial years. He 
built palaces, founded Halle University (1694), patron-
ized the arts, and lived luxuriously. In the War of the 
Spanish Succession, he put his army at the disposal of the 
Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor Leopold I. In exchange, 
the emperor permitted Frederick to assume the title of 
“King in Prussia” in 1701.

His successor, Frederick William I (r. 1713–1740), was 
both the most eccentric monarch to rule the Hohenzollern 
domains and one of the most effective. He organized the 
bureaucracy along military lines. The discipline that he 
applied to the army was fanatical. The Prussian military 
grew from about 39,000 in 1713 to over 80,000 in 1740, mak-
ing it the third or fourth largest army in Europe. Prussia’s 
population, in contrast, ranked thirteenth in size. Separate 
laws applied to the army and to civilians. Laws, customs, 
and royal attention made the officer corps the highest social 
class of the state. Military service thus attracted the sons of 
Junkers. In this fashion the army, the Junker nobility, and 
the monarchy became forged into a single political entity. 
Military priorities and values dominated Prussian govern-
ment, society, and daily life as in no other state in Europe. 
It has often been said that whereas other states possessed 
armies, the Prussian army possessed its state.

Although Frederick William I built the best army in 
Europe, he avoided conflict. His army was a symbol of 
Prussian power and unity, not an instrument for foreign 
adventures or aggression. At his death in 1740, he passed to 
his son Frederick II, later known as Frederick the Great (r. 
1740–1786), this superb military machine, but not the wis-
dom to refrain from using it. Almost immediately on com-
ing to the throne, Frederick II upset the Pragmatic Sanction 
and invaded Silesia. He thus crystallized the Austrian–
Prussian rivalry for the control of Germany that would 
dominate central European affairs for over a century.

▼	 Russia Enters the European 
Political Arena

The emergence of Russia in the late seventeenth century 
as an active European power was a wholly new factor 
in European politics. Previously, Russia had been con-
sidered part of Europe only by courtesy. Before 1673, it 
did not send permanent ambassadors to western Europe, 
though it had sent various diplomatic missions since 
the fifteenth century. Geographically and politically, 
it lay on the periphery. Hemmed in by Sweden on the 

Baltic and by the Otto-
man Empire on the Black 
Sea, Russia had no warm-
water ports. Its chief outlet 

for trade to the West was Archangel on the White Sea, 
which was ice free for only part of the year.

The Romanov Dynasty
The reign of Ivan IV (r. 1533–1584), later known as Ivan 
the Terrible, had commenced well but ended badly. About 
midway in his reign he underwent a personality change 
that led him to move from a program of sensible reform of 
law, government, and the army toward violent personal tyr-
anny. A period known as the “Time of Troubles” followed 
upon his death. In 1613, hoping to end the uncertainty, an 
assembly of nobles elected as tsar a seventeen-year-old boy 
named Michael Romanov (r. 1613–1645). Thus began the 
dynasty that ruled Russia until 1917.

Michael Romanov and his two successors, Aleksei 
(r. 1654–1676) and Theodore II (r. 1676–1682), brought 
stability and modest bureaucratic centralization to Rus-
sia. The country remained, however, weak and impover-
ished. After years of turmoil, the boyars, the old nobility, 
still largely controlled the bureaucracy. Furthermore, 
the government and the tsars faced the danger of mutiny 
from the streltsy, or guards of the Moscow garrison.

Peter the Great
In 1682, another boy—ten years old at the time—ascended 
the fragile Russian throne as co-ruler with his half-brother. 
His name was Peter (r. 1682–1725), and Russia would never 
be the same after him. He and the sickly Ivan V had come 
to power on the shoulders of the streltsy, who expected to 
be rewarded for their support. Violence and bloodshed had 
surrounded the disputed succession. Matters became even 
more confused when the boys’ sister, Sophia, was named 
regent. Peter’s followers overthrew her in 1689. From that 
date onward, Peter ruled personally, although in theory 
he shared the crown until Ivan died in 1696. The dangers 
and turmoil of his youth convinced Peter of two things: 
First, the power of the tsar must be made secure from 
the jealousy of the boyars and the greed of the streltsy; 
second, Russian military power must be increased. In 
both respects, he self-consciously resembled Louis XIV of 
France, who had experienced the turmoil of the Fronde 
during his youth and resolved 
to establish a strong monar-
chy safe from the nobility and 
defended by a powerful army.

Northwestern Europe, particularly the military 
resources of the maritime powers, fascinated Peter I, who 
eventually became known as Peter the Great. In 1697, he 
made a famous visit in transparent disguise to western 
Europe. There he dined and talked with the great and the 
powerful, who considered this almost seven-foot-tall ruler 
crude. He spent his happiest moments on the trip inspect-
ing shipyards, docks, and the manufacture of military 
hardware in England and the Netherlands. An imitator 
of the first order, Peter returned to Moscow determined 
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terms. The Swedes also had one of the better armies in 
Europe. Sweden’s economy, 
however, based primarily on 
the export of iron, was not 
strong enough to ensure con-
tinued political success.

In 1697, Charles XII (r. 1697–1718) came to the Swed-
ish throne. He was headstrong, to say the least, and per-
haps insane. In 1700, Peter the Great began a drive to the 
west against Swedish territory to gain a foothold on the 
Baltic. In the resulting Great Northern War (1700–1721), 
Charles XII led a vigorous and often brilliant campaign, 
defeating the Russians at the Battle of Narva (1700). 
As the conflict dragged on, however, Peter was able to 
strengthen his forces. By 1709, he decisively defeated the 
Swedes at the Battle of Poltava in Ukraine. Thereafter, 
the Swedes could maintain only a holding action against 
their enemies. Charles himself sought refuge in Turkey 
and did not return to Sweden until 1714. He was killed 
under uncertain circumstances four years later while 
fighting the Danes in Norway. When the Great Northern 
War came to a close in 1721, the Peace of Nystad con-
firmed the Russian conquest of Estonia, Livonia, and part 
of Finland. Henceforth, Russia possessed ice-free ports 
and a permanent influence on European affairs.

Founding St. Petersburg At one point, the domestic 
and foreign policies of Peter the Great intersected. This 
was at the site on the Gulf of Finland where he founded 
his new capital city of St. Petersburg in 1703. There he 
built government structures and compelled the boyars to 
construct town houses. He thus imitated those European 
monarchs who had copied Louis XIV by constructing 

to copy what he had seen abroad, for he knew warfare 
would be necessary to make Russia a great power. Yet he 
understood his goal would require him to confront the 
long-standing power and traditions of the Russian nobles.

Taming the Streltsy and Boyars In 1698, while Peter 
was abroad, the streltsy had rebelled. Upon his return, 
Peter brutally suppressed the revolt with private tortures 
and public executions, in which Peter’s own ministers 
took part. Approximately a thousand of the rebels were 
put to death, and their corpses remained on public dis-
play to discourage disloyalty.

The new military establishment that Peter built 
would serve the tsar and not itself. He introduced effec-
tive and ruthless policies of conscription, drafting an 
unprecedented 130,000 soldiers during the first decade of 
the eighteenth century and almost 300,000 troops by the 
end of his reign. He had adopted policies for the officer 
corps and general military discipline patterned on those 
of West European armies.

Peter also made a sustained attack on the boyars and 
their attachment to traditional Russian culture. After his 
European journey, he personally shaved the long beards of 
the court boyars and sheared off the customary long hand-
covering sleeves of their shirts and coats, which had made 
them the butt of jokes among other European courts. Peter 
became highly skilled at balancing one group off against 
another while never completely excluding any as he set 
about to organize Russian government and military forces 
along the lines of the more powerful European states.

Developing a Navy In the mid-1690s, Peter oversaw 
the construction of ships to protect his interests in the 
Black Sea against the Ottoman Empire. In 
1695, he began a war with the Ottomans and 
captured Azov on the Black Sea in 1696.1 
Part of the reason for Peter’s trip to western 
Europe in 1697 was to learn how to build still 
better warships, this time for combat on the 
Baltic. The construction of a Baltic fleet was 
essential in Peter’s struggles with Sweden 
that over the years accounted for many of his 
major steps toward westernizing his realm.

Russian Expansion in the Baltic:  
The Great Northern War
Following the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 
1648, Sweden had consolidated its control of 
the Baltic, thus preventing Russian possession 
of a port on that sea and permitting Polish and 
German access to the sea only on Swedish 

View the Map “Map 
Discovery: Russia Under 
Peter the Great” on 
MyHistoryLab.com

Peter the Great built St. Petersburg on the Gulf of Finland to provide Russia with 
better contact with western Europe. He moved Russia’s capital there from Mos-
cow in 1712. This is an eighteenth-century view of the city. The Granger Collection

11Although Peter had to return Azov to the Ottomans in 
1711, its recapture became a goal of Russian foreign policy. 
See Chapter 18.
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smaller versions of Versailles. The founding of St. Peters-
burg went beyond establishing a central imperial court, 
however; it symbolized a new Western orientation of Rus-
sia and Peter’s determination to hold his position on the 
Baltic coast. Moreover, he and his successors employed 
architects from western Europe for many of the most 

prominent buildings in 
and around the city. Con-
sequently, St. Petersburg 
looked different from the 
old capital Moscow and 
other Russian cities.

The Case of Peter’s Son Aleksei Peter’s son Aleksei 
had been born to his first wife whom he had divorced in 
1698. Peter was jealous of the young man, who had never 
demonstrated strong intelligence or ambition. (See “Peter 
the Great Tells His Son to Acquire Military Skills,” page 
414.) By 1716, Peter was becoming convinced that his 
opponents looked to Aleksei as a focus for their possible 
sedition while Russia remained at war with Sweden. 
There was some truth to these concerns because the 
next year Aleksei went to Vienna where he attempted to 
enter into a vague conspiracy with the Habsburg emperor 
Charles VI. Compromised by this trip, Aleksei then 
returned to Russia surrounded by rumors and suspicions.

Peter, who was investigating official corruption, 
realized his son might become a rallying point for 
those he accused. Early in 1718, when Aleksei reap-
peared in St. Petersburg, the tsar began to look into his 
son’s relationships with Charles VI. Peter discovered 
that had Aleksei and Charles VI succeeded in orga-
nizing a conspiracy, many Russian nobles, officials, 
and churchmen might have joined them. During this 
six-month investigation, Peter personally interrogated 
Aleksei, who was eventually condemned to death and 
died under mysterious circumstances on June 26, 1718.

Reforms of Peter the Great’s Final years The 
interrogations surrounding Aleksei had revealed greater 
degrees of court opposition than Peter had suspected. 
Recognizing he could not eliminate his opponents the 
way he had attacked the streltsy in 1698, Peter under-
took radical administrative reforms designed to bring the 
nobility and the Russian Orthodox Church more closely 
under the authority of persons loyal to the tsar.

Administrative Colleges In December 1717, while 
his son was returning to Russia, Peter reorganized his 
domestic administration to sustain his own personal 
authority and to fight rampant corruption. To achieve 
this goal, Peter looked to Swedish institutions called 
colleges—bureaus of several persons operating according 
to written instructions rather than departments headed 
by a single minister. He created eight of these colleges 
to oversee matters such as the collection of taxes, for-
eign relations, war, and economic affairs. Each college 

View the Image 
“View of St. Petersburg 
from the first Russian 
newspaper, Vedomosti” 
on MyHistoryLab.com

was to receive advice from a foreigner. Peter divided the 
members of these colleges between nobles and persons 
he was certain would be personally loyal to himself.

Table of Ranks Peter made another major administra-
tive reform with important consequences when in 1722 
he published a Table of Ranks, which was intended to 
draw the nobility into state service. That table equated 
a person’s social position and privileges with his rank 
in the bureaucracy or the military, rather than with his 
lineage among the traditional landed nobility, many of 
whom continued to resent the changes Peter had intro-
duced into Russia. Peter thus made the social standing of 
individual boyars a function of their willingness to serve 
the central state.

Achieving Secular Control of the Church Peter 
also moved to suppress the independence of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church where some bishops and clergy 
had displayed sympathy for the tsar’s son. In 1721, 
Peter simply abolished the position of patriarch, the 
bishop who had been head of the church. In its place he 
established a government department called the Holy 
Synod, which consisted of several bishops headed by a 
layman, called the procurator general. This body would 
govern the church in accordance with the tsar’s secular 

RISE oF RuSSIAN PoWER

1533–1584 Reign of Ivan the Terrible
1584–1613 “Time of Troubles”

1613 Michael Romanov becomes tsar
1682 Peter the Great, age ten, becomes tsar
1689 Peter assumes personal rule
1696 Russia captures Azov on the Black Sea  

from the Turks
1697 European tour of Peter the Great
1698 Peter returns to Russia to put down the revolt 

of the streltsy
1700 The Great Northern War opens between 

 Russia and Sweden; Russia defeated at Narva 
by Swedish army of Charles XII

1703 St. Petersburg founded
1709 Russia defeats Sweden at the Battle  

of Poltava
1718 Charles XII of Sweden dies
1718 Aleksei, son of Peter the Great, dies in prison 

under mysterious circumstances
1721 Peace of Nystad ends the Great Northern 

War
1721 Peter establishes a synod for the Russian 

church
1722 Peter issues the Table of Ranks
1725 Peter dies, leaving an uncertain succession
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You cannot be ignorant of what is known to all the 
world, to what degree our people groaned under 

the oppression of the Swede before the beginning of the 
present war. . . . You know what it has cost us in the 
beginning of this war . . . to make ourselves experienced 
in the art of war, and to put a stop to those advantages 
which our implacable enemies obtained over us. . . . 

But you even will not so much as hear warlike 
exercises mentioned: though it was by them that 
we broke through that obscurity in which we were 
involved, and that we make ourselves known to 
nations, whose esteem we share at present.

I do not exhort you to make war without lawful 
reasons: I only desire you to apply yourself to learn 
the art of it: for it is impossible to govern well with-
out knowing the rules and discipline of it, was it for 
no other end than for the defense of the country. . . . 

You mistake, if you think it is enough for a 
prince to have good generals to act under his order. 
Everyone looks upon the head; they study its incli-
nations and conform themselves to them: all the 
world own this. . . . 

You have no inclination to learn war. You do 
not apply yourself to it, and consequently you will 
never learn it: And how then can you command 
others, and judge of the reward which those deserve 
who do their duty, or punish others who fail of it? 
You will do nothing, nor judge of anything but by 
the assent and help of others, like a young bird that 
holds up his bill to be fed. . . . 

If you think there are some, whose affairs do 
not fail of success, though they do not go to war 
themselves; it is true: But they do not go them-
selves, yet they have an inclination for it, and 
understand it.

For instance, the late King of France did not 
always take the field in person; but it is known to 
what degree he loved war, and what glorious exploits 
he performed in it, which make his campaigns to 
be called the theatre and school of the world. His 
inclinations were not confined solely to military 
affairs, he also loved mechanics, manufacture and 
other establishment, which rendered his kingdom 
more flourishing than any other whatsoever.

P e t e r  t h e  g r e a t  t e l l s  h i s  s o n  
t o  a C q u i r e  m i l i t a r y  s K i l l s



Enormous hostility existed between Peter the Great and his son Aleksei. Peter believed 
his son was not prepared to inherit the throne. In October 1715, he composed a long 
letter to Aleksei in which he berated him for refusing to take military matters seri-
ously. The letter indicates how an early eighteenth-century ruler saw the conduct of 
warfare as a fundamental part of the role of a monarch. Peter also points to Louis XIV 
of France as a role model. Peter and Aleksei did not reach an agreement. Aleksei died 
under mysterious circumstances in 1718, with Peter possibly responsible for his death.

How did Peter use the recent war with Sweden to argue for the necessity of his son 
acquiring military skills? What concept of leadership does Peter attempt to communicate 
to his son? Why did Peter see military prowess as the most important ability in a ruler?

Document

From Friedrich C. Weber, The Present State of Russia (London, 1722), 2, pp. 97–100; P. F. Riley, The Global Experience, 3rd ed., Vol. 2, © 1998. Reprinted 
by permission of Prentice Hall, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ.

requirements. This ecclesiastical reorganization was the 
most radical transformation of a traditional institution 
in Peter’s reign.

For all the numerous decisive actions Peter had taken 
since 1718, he still had not settled on a successor. Con-
sequently, when he died in 1725, there was no clear line 
of succession to the throne. For more than thirty years, 
soldiers and nobles again determined who ruled Russia. 

Peter had laid the foundations of a modern Russia, but 
not the foundations of a stable state.

In Perspective
By the second quarter of the eighteenth century, the 
major European powers were not yet nation-states in 
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which the citizens felt themselves united by a shared 
sense of community, culture, language, and history. 
Rather, they were monarchies in which the personal-
ity of the ruler and the personal relationships of the 
great noble families continued to exercise considerable 
influence over public affairs. The monarchs, except in 
Great Britain, had generally succeeded in making their 
power greater than that of the nobility. The power of 
the aristocracy and its capacity to resist or obstruct the 
policies of the monarch were not destroyed, however.

In Britain, of course, the nobility had tamed the mon-
archy, but even there tension between nobles and mon-
archs would continue throughout the rest of the century.

In foreign affairs, the new arrangement of military and 
diplomatic power established early in the century prepared 
the way for two long conflicts. The first was a commercial 
rivalry for trade and the overseas empire between France 

and Great Britain. During the reign of Louis XIV, these two 
nations had collided over the French bid for dominance in 
Europe. During the eighteenth century, they would duel for 
control of commerce on other continents. The second arena 
of warfare would arise in central Europe, where Austria and 
Prussia fought for the leadership of the German states.

Behind these international conflicts and the domes-
tic rivalry of monarchs and nobles, however, the soci-
ety of eighteenth-century Europe began to change. The 
character and the structures of the societies over which 
the monarchs ruled were beginning to take on some fea-
tures associated with the modern age. These economic 
and social developments would eventually transform the 
life of Europe to a degree beside which the state-building 
of the early eighteenth-century monarchs paled. Parallel 
to that economic advance, Europeans came to have new 
knowledge and understanding of nature.
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reVieW questions

 1. What were the sources of Dutch prosperity and why 
did the Netherlands decline in the eighteenth cen-
tury? Why did England and France develop different 
systems of government and religious policies?

 2. Why did the English king and Parliament quarrel 
in the 1640s? What were the most important issues 
behind the war between them, and who bears more 
responsibility for it? What was the Glorious Revolu-
tion, and why did it take place? What role did reli-
gion play in seventeenth-century English politics? 
Do you think the victory of Parliament over the 
monarchy in England was inevitable?

 3. Why did France become an absolute monarchy? How 
did Louis XIV consolidate his monarchy? What limits 
were there on his authority? What was Louis’s religious 
policy? What were the goals of his foreign policy? How 
did he use ceremony and his royal court to strengthen 

his authority? What features of French government 
might Europeans outside of France have feared?

 4. How were the Hohenzollerns able to forge their diverse 
landholdings into the state of Prussia? Who were the 
major personalities involved in this process and what 
were their individual contributions? Why was the 
military so important in Prussia? What major prob-
lems did the Habsburgs face and how did they seek to 
resolve them? Which family, the Hohenzollerns or the 
Habsburgs, was more successful and why?

 5. How and why did Russia emerge as a great power but 
Poland did not? How were Peter the Great’s domes-
tic reforms related to his military ambitions? What 
were his methods of reform? How did family conflict 
influence his later policies? Was Peter a successful 
ruler? In what respects might one regard Peter as an 
imitator of Louis XIV?
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QuESTIonS FoR AnALySIS

 1. How does Versailles, as a seat of government, sup-
port Louis’s ideas on political authority?

Section: Rise of Absolute Monarchy in France: 
The World of Louis XIV
View the Closer Look Versailles, p. 397

 2. According to this monarch, what are the duties and 
privileges of the king?

Section: Constitutional Crisis and Settlement in 
Stuart England
Read the Document James I on the Divine Right 
of Kings (1598), p. 388

 3. Prior to the time of Peter the Great, what had been 
the main direction of Russian expansion?

Section: Russia Enters the European Political 
Arena
View the Map Map Discovery: The Rise  
of  Russia, p. 411

 4. What factors made possible the growth of Prussia as 
a new European power?

Section: Central and Eastern Europe
View the Map Rise of Prussia, 1440–1795, p. 409

 5. Why does Bossuet found his arguments on the Bible?

Section: Two Models of European Political 
Development
Read the Document Jacques-Benigne Bossuet, 
Politics Drawn from the Very Words of the Holy 
Scripture, p. 388

oTHER RESouRCES FRoM THIS CHAPTER

The netherlands: Golden Age to Decline
View the Closer Look Cape Town: A Dutch Refueling 
Station, p. 387

Read the Document Jan van Linschoten on Dutch 
Business in the Indian Ocean, p. 387

Constitutional Crisis and Settlement in Stuart 
England
View the Map Map Discovery: English Civil War, 
 p. 392

View the Image Allegorical View of Cromwell as Sav-
ior of England, p. 392

Rise of Absolute Monarchy in France: The World  
of Louis XIV
View the Map Map Discovery: France Under Louis 
XIV, p. 395

Read the Document Louis de Rouvroy, duc de Saint-
Simon, Memoires, p. 396

Read the Compare and Connect The Debate over the 
Origin and Character of Political Authority, p. 400

Central and Eastern Europe
View the Map Eastern Europe, ca. 1550, p. 406

Russia Enters the European Political Arena
View the Image Peter the Great, p. 411

View the Map Map Discovery: Russia Under Peter 
the Great, p. 412

View the Image View of St. Petersburg from the first 
Russian newspaper, Vedomosti, p. 413
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