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FOCUS QUESTIONS

• What theories of government were proposed by Jacques Bossuet,
Thomas Hobbes, and John Locke, and how did their respective theories
reflect concerns and problems of the seventeenth century?

• What was absolutism in theory, and how did its actual practice in
France reflect or differ from the theory?

• What developments enabled Brandenburg-Prussia, Austria, and Russia
to emerge as major powers in the seventeenth century?

• What were the main issues in the struggle between king and Parliament
in seventeenth-century England, and how were they resolved?

• What role did the Netherlands play in the political, economic, and
artistic life of the seventeenth century?

THE AGE OF CRISIS from 1560 to 1650 was accompanied by a
decline in religious orientation and a growing secularization that

affected both the political and the intellectual worlds of Europe (on the
intellectual effect, see the Scientific Revolution in Chapter 16). Some
historians like to speak of the seventeenth century as a turning point in
the evolution of a modern state system in Europe. The idea of a united
Christian Europe (the practice of a united Christendom had actually
been moribund for some time) gave way to the practical realities of a
system of secular states in which reason of state took precedence over
the salvation of subjects’ souls. Of course, these states had emerged and
begun their development during the Middle Ages, but medieval ideas
about statehood had still been couched in religious terms. By the seven-
teenth century, the credibility of Christianity had been so weakened in
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the religious wars that more and more Europeans could
think of politics in secular terms. 

One of the responses to the crises of the seven-
teenth century was a search for order. As the internal
social and political rebellions and revolts died down, 
it became apparent that the privileged classes of soci-
ety—the aristocrats—remained in control, although the
various states exhibited important differences in politi-
cal forms. The most general trend saw an extension of
monarchical power as a stabilizing force. This develop-
ment, which historians have called absolutism or abso-
lute monarchy, was most evident in France during the
flamboyant reign of Louis XIV, regarded by some as the
perfect embodiment of an absolute monarch. In his
memoirs, the duc de Saint-Simon, who had firsthand
experience of French court life, said that Louis was “the
very figure of a hero, so imbued with a natural but
most imposing majesty that it appeared even in his
most insignificant gestures and movements.” The king’s
natural grace gave him a special charm as well: “He
was as dignified and majestic in his dressing gown as
when dressed in robes of state, or on horseback at the
head of his troops.” He spoke well and learned quickly.
He was naturally kind and “he loved truth, justice,
order, and reason.” His life was orderly: “Nothing could
be regulated with greater exactitude than were his days
and hours.” His self-control was impeccable: “He did
not lose control of himself ten times in his whole life,
and then only with inferior persons.” But even absolute
monarchs had imperfections, and Saint-Simon had the
courage to point them out: “Louis XIV’s vanity was
without limit or restraint,” which led to his “distaste for
all merit, intelligence, education, and, most of all, for
all independence of character and sentiment in others,”
as well as “to mistakes of judgment in matters of
importance.” 

But absolutism was not the only response to crisis
in the seventeenth century. Other states, such as En-
gland, reacted differently to domestic crisis, and
another very different system emerged where monarchs
were limited by the power of their representative assem-
blies. Absolute and limited monarchy were the two
poles of seventeenth-century state building. 

◆ The Theory of Absolutism 
Absolute monarchy or absolutism meant that the sov-
ereign power or ultimate authority in the state rested in the
hands of a king who claimed to rule by divine right. But
what did sovereignty mean? The late sixteenth-century
political theorist Jean Bodin believed that sovereign power
consisted of the authority to make laws, tax, administer

justice, control the state’s administrative system, and
determine foreign policy. These powers made a ruler
sovereign. 

One of the chief theorists of divine-right monarchy
in the seventeenth century was the French theologian and
court preacher Bishop Jacques Bossuet (1627–1704), who
expressed his ideas in a book entitled Politics Drawn from
the Very Words of Holy Scripture. Bossuet argued first that
government was divinely ordained so that humans could
live in an organized society. God established kings and
through them reigned over all the peoples of the world.
Since kings received their power from God, their author-
ity was absolute. They were responsible to no one (includ-
ing parliaments) except God. Nevertheless, Bossuet
cautioned, although a king’s authority was absolute, his
power was not since he was limited by the law of God.
Bossuet believed there was a difference between absolute
monarchy and arbitrary monarchy. The latter contradicted
the rule of law and the sanctity of property and was sim-
ply lawless tyranny. Bossuet’s distinction between abso-
lute and arbitrary government was not always easy to
maintain. There was also a large gulf between the theory
of absolutism as expressed by Bossuet and the practice of
absolutism. As we shall see in our survey of seventeenth-
century states, a monarch’s absolute power was often lim-
ited greatly by practical realities. 

◆ Absolutism in Western Europe 
An examination of seventeenth-century absolutism must
begin with western Europe since France during the reign
of Louis XIV (1643–1715) has traditionally been regarded
as the best example of the practice of absolute monarchy
in the seventeenth century. 

l France and Absolute Monarchy 

By the end of the seventeenth century, France had come
to play a dominant role in European affairs. French cul-
ture, language, and manners influenced all levels of Euro-
pean society. French diplomacy and wars shaped the
political affairs of western and central Europe. The court
of Louis XIV seemed to be imitated everywhere in Europe.
Of course, the stability of Louis’s reign was magnified by
the instability that had preceded it. 

/ FOUNDATIONS OF FRENCH ABSOLUTISM 

The history of France before the reign of Louis XIV was
hardly the story of steady, unbroken progress toward the
ideal of absolute monarchy that many historians have
tended to portray. During the fifty years or so before Louis,
royal and ministerial governments had to struggle to avoid
the breakdown of the state. The line between order and
anarchy was often a narrow one. The situation was espe-
cially complicated by the fact that both Louis XIII
(1610–1643) and Louis XIV were only boys when they
succeeded to the throne in 1610 and 1643, respectively,
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leaving the government dependent on royal ministers. Two
especially competent ministers played crucial roles in
maintaining monarchical authority.

Cardinal Richelieu, Louis XIII’s chief minister from
1624 to 1642, initiated policies that eventually strength-
ened the power of the monarchy. By eliminating the polit-
ical and military rights of the Huguenots while preserving
their religious ones, Richelieu transformed the Huguenots
into more reliable subjects. Richelieu acted more cautiously
in “humbling the pride of the great men,” the important
French nobility. He understood the influential role played
by the nobles in the French state. The dangerous ones
were those who asserted their territorial independence
when they were excluded from participating in the central
government. Proceeding slowly but determinedly, Riche-
lieu developed an efficient network of spies to uncover
noble plots and then crushed the conspiracies and exe-
cuted the conspirators, thereby eliminating a major threat
to royal authority.

To reform and strengthen the central administration,
initially for financial reasons, Richelieu sent out royal offi-
cials called intendants to the provinces to execute the

orders of the central government. As the functions of the
intendants grew, they came into conflict with provincial
governors. Since the intendants were victorious in most of
these disputes, they further strengthened the power of the
crown. Richelieu proved less capable in financial matters,
however. Not only was the basic system of state finances
corrupt, but so many people benefited from the system’s
inefficiency and injustice that the government faced strong
resistance when it tried to reform it. The taille (an annual
direct tax usually levied on land or property) was
increased—in 1643 it was two and a half times what it had
been in 1610—and crown lands were mortgaged again.
Expenditures, especially the cost of war preparations, soon
outstripped the additional revenues, however, and French
debt continued its upward spiral under Richelieu. 

The general success of Richelieu’s domestic policy
in strengthening the central role of the monarchy was mir-
rored by a successful foreign policy. That policy was dic-
tated, first of all, by opposition to Spain, which led in turn
to further anti-Habsburg activity in the Holy Roman
Empire to France’s east. Eventually, the Catholic cardi-
nal of France came to subsidize Protestant Sweden and
then in 1635 to intervene directly with French troops to
support the Protestant cause against the Habsburgs (see
Chapter 14). Although both Richelieu and Louis XIII died
before the Thirty Years’ War ended, French policy had
proved successful at one level as France emerged as
Europe’s leading power by 1648.

Richelieu died in 1642, followed five months later by
King Louis XIII, who was succeeded by his son Louis XIV,
then but four years old. This necessitated a regency under
Anne of Austria, wife of the dead king. But she allowed
Cardinal Mazarin, Richelieu’s trained successor, to dom-
inate the government. An Italian who had come to France
as a papal legate and then become naturalized, Mazarin
attempted to carry on Richelieu’s policies until his death
in 1661.

The most important event during Mazarin’s rule was
a revolt known as the Fronde, which can be viewed as the
last serious attempt to limit the growing power of the crown
until the French Revolution. As a foreigner, Mazarin was
greatly disliked by all elements of the French population.
The nobles, who particularly resented the centralized
administrative power being built up at the expense of the
provincial nobility, temporarily allied with the members of
the Parlement of Paris, who opposed the new taxes levied
by the government to pay the costs of the Thirty Years’
War, and with the masses of Paris, who were also angry at
the additional taxes. The Parlement of Paris was the most
important court in France with jurisdiction over half of the
kingdom, and its members formed the nobles of the robe,
the service nobility of lawyers and administrators. These
nobles of the robe led the first Fronde (1648–1649), which
broke out in Paris and was ended by compromise. The
second Fronde, begun in 1650, was led by the nobles of
the sword, whose ancestors were medieval nobles. They
were interested in overthrowing Mazarin for their own pur-
poses: to secure their positions and increase their own

CARDINAL RICHELIEU. A key figure in the emergence 
of a strong monarchy in France was Cardinal Richelieu,
pictured here in a portrait by Philippe de Champagne.
Chief minister to Louis XIII, Richelieu strengthened 
royal authority by eliminating the private armies and
fortified cities of the Huguenots and by crushing
aristocratic conspiracies. 
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power. The second Fronde was crushed by 1652, a task
made easier when the nobles began fighting each other
instead of Mazarin. With the end of the Fronde, the vast
majority of the French concluded that the best hope for
stability in France lay in the crown. When Mazarin died
in 1661, the greatest of the seventeenth-century mon-
archs, Louis XIV, took over supreme power. 

/ THE REIGN OF LOUIS XIV (1643–1715) 

The day after Cardinal Mazarin’s death, Louis XIV, at the
age of twenty-three, expressed his determination to be a
real king and the sole ruler of France: 

Up to this moment I have been pleased to entrust the gov-
ernment of my affairs to the late Cardinal. It is now time
that I govern them myself. You [secretaries and ministers of
state] will assist me with your counsels when I ask for them.
I request and order you to seal no orders except by my
command, . . . I order you not to sign anything, not even a
passport . . . without my command; to render account to me
personally each day and to favor no one.1

His mother, who was well aware of Louis’s proclivity for
fun and games and getting into the beds of the maids in

the royal palace, laughed aloud at these words. But Louis
was quite serious. 

Louis proved willing to pay the price of being a
strong ruler (see the box above). He established a con-
scientious routine from which he seldom deviated, but
he did not look upon his duties as drudgery since he
judged his royal profession to be “grand, noble, and
delightful.” Eager for glory (in the French sense of achiev-
ing what was expected of one in an important position),
Louis created a grand and majestic spectacle at the court
of Versailles (see Daily Life at the Court of Versailles later
in this chapter). Consequently, Louis and his court came
to set the standard for monarchies and aristocracies all
over Europe. Less than fifty years after his death, the great
French writer Voltaire selected the title “Age of Louis XIV”
for his history of Europe from 1661 to 1715. Historians
have tended to use it ever since. 

Although Louis may have believed in the theory of
absolute monarchy and consciously fostered the myth of
himself as the Sun King, the source of light for all of his
people, historians are quick to point out that the realities
fell far short of the aspirations. Despite the centralizing

Throughout his reign, Louis XIV was always on stage,
acting the role of the wise “Grand Monarch.” In 1661,
after he became a father, Louis began his Memoirs for the
Dauphin, a frank collection of precepts for the education
of his oldest son and heir to the throne. He continued to
add to these Memoirs over the next twenty years. 

l Louis XIV, Memoirs for the Dauphin

Kings are often obliged to do things which go against
their inclinations and offend their natural goodness.
They should love to give pleasure and yet they must
often punish and destroy persons on whom by nature
they wish to confer benefits. The interest of the state
must come first. One must constrain one’s inclinations
and not put oneself in the position of berating oneself
because one could have done better in some important
affair but did not because of some private interest,
because one was distracted from the attention one
should have for the greatness, the good and the power
of the state. Often there are troublesome places where it
is difficult to make out what one should do. One’s ideas
are confused. As long as this lasts, one can refrain from
making a decision. But as soon as one has fixed one’s
mind upon something which seems best to do, it must
be acted upon. This is what enabled me to succeed so
often in what I have done. The mistakes which I made,
and which gave me infinite trouble, were the result of
the desire to please or of allowing myself to accept too
carelessly the opinions of others. Nothing is more dan-

gerous than weakness of any kind whatsoever. In order
to command others, one must raise oneself above them
and once one has heard the reports from every side one
must come to a decision upon the basis of one’s own
judgment, without anxiety but always with the concern
not to command anything which is of itself unworthy
either of one’s place in the world or of the greatness of
the state. Princes with good intentions and some knowl-
edge of their affairs, either from experience or from study
and great diligence in making themselves capable, find
numerous cases which instruct them that they must 
give special care and total application to everything.
One must be on guard against oneself, resist one’s own
tendencies, and always be on guard against one’s own
natural bent. The craft of a king is great, noble and
delightful when one feels worthy of doing well whatever
one promises to do. But it is not exempt from troubles,
weariness and worries. Sometimes uncertainty causes
despair, and when one has spent a reasonable time in
examining an affair, one must make a decision and take
the step which one believes to be best. When one has
the state in view, one works for one’s self. The good of
the one constitutes the glory of the other. When the
former is fortunate, eminent and powerful, he who is 
the cause thereof becomes glorious and consequently
should find more enjoyment than his subjects in all the
pleasant things of life for himself and for them. When
one has made a mistake, it must be corrected as soon as
possible, and no other consideration must stand in the
way, not even kindness.

Louis XIV: Kingly Advice

L
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efforts of Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin, seventeenth-
century France still possessed a bewildering system of
overlapping authorities. Provinces had their own regional
parlements, their own local Estates, their own sets of laws.
Members of the high nobility with their huge estates and
clients among the lesser nobility still exercised much
authority. Both towns and provinces possessed privileges
and powers seemingly from time immemorial that they
would not easily relinquish. Much of Louis’s success rested
less on the modernization of administrative machinery, as
is frequently claimed, than on his clever and adroit manip-
ulation of the traditional priorities and values of French
society. 

One of the keys to Louis’s power was that he was
able to restructure the central policy-making machinery of
government because it was part of his own court and
household. The royal court was an elaborate structure that
served three purposes simultaneously: it was the personal
household of the king, the location of central governmen-
tal machinery, and the place where powerful subjects came
to find favors and offices for themselves and their clients
as well as the main arena where rival aristocratic factions

jostled for power. The greatest danger to Louis’s personal
rule came from the very high nobles and princes of the
blood (the royal princes) who considered it their natural
function to assert the policy-making role of royal minis-
ters. Louis eliminated this threat by removing them from
the royal council, the chief administrative body of the king
and overseer of the central machinery of government, and
enticing them to his court where he could keep them pre-
occupied with court life and out of politics. 

Instead of the high nobility and royal princes, Louis
relied for his ministers on nobles who came from relatively
new aristocratic families. Such were François Michel Le
Tellier, secretary of state for war; Hugues de Lionne, sec-
retary for foreign affairs; and Nicholas Fouquet, superin-
tendent of finances. His ministers were expected to be
subservient; said Louis, “I had no intention of sharing
my authority with them.” When Fouquet began to flaunt
the enormous wealth and power he had amassed in the
king’s service, Louis ordered his arrest and imprisoned him
for life. Fouquet was replaced in the king’s council by Jean-
Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683), another noble of bourgeois
origin. Louis’s domination of his ministers and secretaries
gave him control of the central policy-making machinery
of government and thus authority over the traditional
areas of monarchical power: the formulation of foreign pol-
icy, the making of war and peace, the assertion of the sec-
ular power of crown against any religious authority, and
the ability to levy taxes to fulfill these functions. 

Louis had considerably less success with the inter-
nal administration of the kingdom. The traditional groups
and institutions of French society—the nobles, officials,
town councils, guilds, and representative Estates in some
provinces—were simply too powerful for the king to have
direct control over the lives of his subjects. Louis had three
ways of ruling the provinces. Officially, he worked through
hereditary officeholders, usually aristocrats, who were
untrustworthy since they were always inclined to balance
the king’s wishes against their own interests. The king also
had his intendants as direct royal agents, but they, too,
proved unreliable and their actions often provoked dis-
turbances in the provinces. The intendants were not so
much the instruments by which the central government
carried out decisions, but simply the “eyes and ears of the
ministers” in the provinces. Finally, the king had an infor-
mal system of royal patronage, which Louis used suc-
cessfully. The king and his ministers enlisted the aid of
nobles and senior churchmen and their clients by grant-
ing them offices and pensions. Thus, the central govern-
ment exercised its control over the provinces and the
people by carefully bribing the important people to ensure
that the king’s policies were executed. Nevertheless, local
officials could still obstruct the execution of policies they
disliked, indicating clearly that a so-called absolute
monarch was not always that absolute. 

The maintenance of religious harmony had long
been considered an area of monarchical power. The de-
sire to keep it led Louis into conflict with the French
Huguenots. Louis XIV did not want to allow Protestants

LOUIS XIV. Louis XIV was determined to be the sole
ruler of France. Louis eliminated the threat of the high
nobility by removing them from the royal council and
replacing them with relatively new aristocrats whom he
could dominate. This portrait by Hyacinth Rigaud cap-
tures the king’s sense of royal dignity and grandeur. 
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to practice their faith in largely Catholic France. Perhaps
he was motivated by religion, but it is more likely that
Louis, who believed in the motto, “one king, one law, one
faith,” felt that the existence of this minority undermined
his own political authority. His anti-Protestant policy,
aimed at converting the Huguenots to Catholicism, began
mildly by offering rewards, but escalated by 1681 to a pol-
icy of forced conversions. The most favored method was
to quarter French soldiers in Huguenot communities and
homes with the freedom to misbehave so that their hosts
would “see the light quickly.” This approach did produce
thousands of immediate conversions. In October 1685,
Louis issued the Edict of Fontainebleau. In addition to
revoking the Edict of Nantes, the new edict provided for
the destruction of Huguenot churches and the closing of
their schools. Although they were forbidden to leave
France, it is estimated that 200,000 Huguenots left for
shelter in England, the United Provinces, and the German
states. Through their exodus, France lost people who had
commercial and industrial skills, although some modern
scholars have argued that their departure had only a minor
impact on the French economy.

The cost of building Versailles and other palaces,
maintaining his court, and pursuing his wars made
finances a crucial issue for Louis XIV. He was most for-
tunate in having the services of Colbert as controller-
general of finances. Colbert sought to increase the wealth
and power of France through general adherence to that
loose collection of economic policies called mercantilism,
which stressed government regulation of economic activ-
ities to benefit the state (see Mercantilism later in this
chapter). To decrease the need for imports and increase
exports, Colbert attempted to expand the quantity and
improve the quality of French manufactured goods. He
founded new luxury industries, such as the royal tapestry
works at Beauvais; invited Venetian glassmakers and
Flemish clothmakers to France; drew up instructions reg-
ulating the quality of goods produced; oversaw the train-
ing of workers; and granted special privileges, including
tax exemptions, loans, and subsidies, to those who estab-
lished new industries. To improve communications and
the transportation of goods internally, he built roads and

canals. To decrease imports directly, he raised tariffs on
foreign manufactured goods, especially English and Dutch
cloth, and created a merchant marine to facilitate the con-
veyance of French goods. 

Although Colbert’s policies are given much credit for
fostering the development of manufacturing, some histo-
rians are dubious about the usefulness of many of his mer-
cantilistic policies. Regulations were often evaded, and the
imposition of high tariffs brought foreign retaliation.
French trading companies entered the scene too late to be
really competitive with the English and the Dutch. And
above all, Colbert’s economic policies, which were geared
to making his king more powerful, were ultimately self-
defeating. The more revenue Colbert collected to enable
the king to make war, the faster Louis depleted the trea-
sury. At the same time, the burden of taxes fell increasingly
upon the peasants who still constituted the overwhelming
majority of the French population. 

/ DAILY LIFE AT THE COURT OF VERSAILLES 

The court of Louis XIV at Versailles set a standard that was
soon followed by other European rulers. In 1660, Louis,
who disliked Paris as a result of his humiliating experi-
ences at the hands of Parisian mobs during the Fronde,
decided to convert a hunting lodge at Versailles, located
near Paris, into a chateau. Not until 1688, after untold
sums of money had been spent and tens of thousands of
workers had labored incessantly, was most of the con-
struction completed on the enormous palace that housed
thousands of people. 

Versailles served many purposes. It was the resi-
dence of the king, a reception hall for state affairs, an office
building for the members of the king’s government, and the
home of thousands of royal officials and aristocratic
courtiers. Versailles became a symbol for the French abso-
lutist state and the power of the Sun King, Louis XIV. As a
visible manifestation of France’s superiority and wealth,
this lavish court was intended to overawe subjects and
impress foreign powers. If an age’s largest buildings reflect
its values, then Versailles is a reminder of the seventeenth-
century preoccupation with monarchical authority and
magnificence. 

PALACE OF VERSAILLES. Louis XIV spent
untold sums of money in the construction
of a new royal residence at Versailles. The
enormous palace of Versailles also housed
the members of the king’s government and
served as home for thousands of French
nobles. As the largest royal residence in
Europe, Versailles impressed foreigners
and became a source of envy for other
rulers. 
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Versailles also served a practical political purpose.
It became home to the high nobility and princes of the
blood (the royal princes), those powerful figures who had
aspired to hold the policy-making role of royal ministers.
By keeping them involved in the myriad activities that
made up daily life at the court of Versailles, Louis excluded
them from real power while allowing them to share in the
mystique of power as companions of the king. 

Life at Versailles became a court ceremony with
Louis XIV at the center of it all. The king had little privacy;
only when he visited his wife or mother or mistress or met
with ministers was he free of the noble courtiers who
swarmed about the palace. Most daily ceremonies were
carefully staged, such as those attending Louis’s rising
from bed, dining, praying, attending mass, and going to
bed. A mob of nobles aspired to assist the king in carrying
out these solemn activities. It was considered a great honor
for a noble to be chosen to hand the king his shirt while
dressing. But why did nobles participate in so many cer-
emonies, some of which were so obviously demeaning?
Active involvement in the activities at Versailles was the
king’s prerequisite for obtaining the offices, titles, and pen-
sions that only he could grant. This policy reduced great
nobles and ecclesiastics, the “people of quality,” to a plane
of equality, allowing Louis to exercise control over them
and prevent them from interfering in the real lines of
power. To maintain their social prestige, the “people of
quality” were expected to adhere to rigid standards of court
etiquette appropriate to their rank. 

Indeed, court etiquette became a complex matter.
Nobles and royal princes were arranged in an elaborate

order of seniority and expected to follow certain rules of
precedence. Who could sit down and on what kind of
chair was a subject of much debate. When Philip 
of Orleans, the king’s brother, and his wife Charlotte
sought to visit their daughter, the duchess of Lorraine, they
encountered problems with Louis. Charlotte told why in
one of her letters:

The difficulty is that the Duke of Lorraine claims that he is
entitled to sit in an armchair in the presence of Philip and
myself because the Emperor gives him an armchair. To this
the King [Louis] replied that the Emperor’s ceremonial is
one thing and the King’s another, and that, for example, the
Emperor gives the cardinals armchairs, whereas here they
may never sit at all in the King’s presence.2

Louis refused to compromise; the Duke of Lorraine was
only entitled to a stool. The duke refused, and Philip and
Charlotte canceled their visit.

Who could sit where at meals with the king was also
carefully regulated. On one occasion, when the wife of a
minister sat closer to the king than a duchess at dinner,
Louis XIV became so angry that he did not eat for the rest
of the evening. Another time, Louis reproached his
talkative brother for the sin of helping himself to a dish
before Louis had touched it with the biting words: “I per-
ceive that you are no better able to control your hands
than your tongue.”3

Besides the daily and occasional ceremonies that
made up the regular side of court life at Versailles and
the many hours a day Louis spent with his ministers on
affairs of state, daily life at Versailles included numerous
forms of entertainment. While he was healthy, Louis and

The duc de Saint-Simon was one of many noble courtiers
who lived at Versailles and had firsthand experience of
court life there. In this Memoirs, he left a controversial
and critical account of Louis XIV and his court. In this
selection, Saint-Simon describes the price court ladies 
paid for the “privilege” of riding with the great king.

l Duc de Saint-Simon, Memoirs

The King always traveled with his carriage full of women:
His mistresses, his bastard daughters, his daughters-in-
law, sometimes Madame [the wife of the king’s brother],
and the other ladies of the court when there was room.
This was the case for hunts, and trips to Fontainebleau,
Chantilly, Compiégne, and the like. . . . In his carriage
during these trips there was always an abundance and
variety of things to eat: meats, pastries, and fruit. Before
the carriage had gone a quarter league the King would
ask who was hungry. He never ate between meals, not
even a fruit, but he enjoyed watching others stuff them-
selves. It was mandatory to eat, with appetite and good
grace, and to be gay; otherwise; he showed his displea-

sure by telling the guilty party she was putting on airs
and trying to be coy. The same ladies or princesses who
had eaten that day at the King’s table were obliged to eat
again as though they were weak from hunger. What is
more, the women were forbidden to mention their per-
sonal needs, which in any case they could not have
relieved without embarrassment, since there were guards
and members of the King’s household in front and in
back of the carriage, and officers and equerries riding
alongside the doors. The dust they kicked up choked
everyone in the carriage, but the King, who loved fresh
air, insisted that all the windows remain open. He would
have been extremely displeased if one of the ladies had
pulled a curtain to protect herself from the sun, the wind,
or the cold. 

He pretended not to notice his passengers’ discom-
fort, and always traveled very fast, with the usual num-
ber of relays. Sickness in the carriage was a demerit
which ruled out further invitations. . . . When the king
had to relieve himself he did not hesitate to stop the
carriage and get out; but the ladies were not allowed to
budge.

Travels with the King

L
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his courtiers hunted at least once a week; members of
the royal family nearly every day. Walks through the Ver-
sailles gardens, boating trips, performances of tragedies
and comedies, ballets, and concerts all provided sources
of pleasure (see the box on p. 432). Three evenings a week,
from seven to ten, Louis also held an appartement where
he was at “home” to his court. The appartement was char-
acterized by a formal informality. Relaxed rules of etiquette
even allowed people to sit down in the presence of their
superiors. The evening’s entertainment began with a con-
cert, followed by games of billiards or cards, and ended
with a sumptuous buffet.

One form of entertainment—gambling—became an
obsession at Versailles. Although a few of the courtiers
made a living by their gambling skill, many others were
simply amateurs. This did not stop them from playing reg-
ularly and losing enormous sums of money. One princess
described the scene: “Here in France as soon as people get
together they do nothing but play [cards]; they play for
frightful sums, and the players seem bereft of their senses.
. . . One shouts at the top of his voice, another strikes the
table with his fist, a third blasphemes. . . . it is horrible to
watch them.”4 Louis did not share the princess’s sensi-
bilities; he was not horrified by an activity that kept the
Versailles nobles busy and out of mischief.

/ THE WARS OF LOUIS XIV

The increase in royal power that Louis pursued as well
as his desire for military glory led the king to develop a
standing army subject to the monarch’s command. In
itself, the standing army was neither new nor a product
of absolute monarchy—the first real standing armies had
been organized earlier by Venice and the United Prov-
inces. But French resources enabled Louis to develop the
largest standing army that Europe had yet seen.

Under the secretary of war, François Michel Le Tel-
lier, the marquis of Louvois, France developed a profes-
sional army numbering 100,000 men in peacetime and
400,000 in time of war. Unable to fill the ranks with vol-
unteers, the French resorted to conscription, a practice that
led to other problems as unwilling soldiers were eager to
desert. But the new standing armies did not exist to be
admired. Louis and other monarchs used them to make
war an almost incessant activity of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.

Louis XIV had a great proclivity for war. Historians
have debated the assertion that Louis pursued war to
expand his kingdom to its “natural frontiers”—the Alps,
Pyrenees, and Rhine River. But few doubt his desire to
achieve the prestige and military glory befitting a Sun King
as well as his dynastic ambition, his desire to ensure the
domination of his Bourbon dynasty over European affairs.
His ends soon outstripped his means, however, as his
ambitions roused much of Europe to form coalitions that
even he could not overcome.

In 1667, Louis began his first war by invading the
Spanish Netherlands to his north and Franche-Comté to
the east. But a Triple Alliance of the Dutch, English, and

Swedes forced Louis to sue for peace in 1668 and accept
a few towns in the Spanish Netherlands for his efforts. He
never forgave the Dutch for arranging the Triple Alliance,
and in 1672, after isolating the Dutch, France invaded the
United Provinces with some initial success. But the French
victories led Brandenburg, Spain, and the Holy Roman
Emperor to form a new coalition that forced Louis to end
the Dutch War by making peace at Nimwegen in 1678.
While Dutch territory remained intact, France received
Franche-Comté from Spain, which served merely to stim-
ulate Louis’s appetite for even more land.

This time, Louis moved eastward against the Holy
Roman Empire, which he perceived from his previous war
as feeble and unable to resist. The gradual annexation of
the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine was followed by the
occupation of the city of Strasbourg, a move that led to
widespread protest and the formation of a new coalition.
The creation of this League of Augsburg, consisting of
Spain, the Holy Roman Emperor, the United Provinces,
Sweden, and England, led to Louis’s third war, the War
of the League of Augsburg (1689–1697). This bitterly con-
tested eight-year struggle brought economic depression
and famine to France. The Treaty of Ryswick ending the
war forced Louis to give up most of his conquests in the
empire, although he was allowed to keep Strasbourg and
part of Alsace. The gains were hardly worth the bloodshed
and misery he had caused the French people.

INTERIOR OF VERSAILLES: HALL OF MIRRORS. Pictured
here is the exquisite Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. A
number of daily and occasional ceremonies dominated
the lives of the residents of Versailles. Rules of etiquette
became so complex that they guided virtually every
aspect of behavior. 
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Louis’s fourth war, the War of the Spanish Succession
(1702–1713), was over bigger stakes, the succession  to the
Spanish throne. Charles II, the sickly and childless Habs-
burg ruler, left the throne of Spain in his will to a grand-
son of Louis XIV. When the latter became King Philip V
of Spain after Charles’s death, the suspicion that Spain and
France would eventually be united in the same dynastic
family caused the formation of a new coalition, determined
to prevent a Bourbon hegemony that would mean the cer-
tain destruction of the European balance of power. This
coalition of England, Holland, Habsburg Austria, and Ger-
man states opposed France and Spain in a war that dragged
on in Europe and the colonial empires in North America
from 1702 to 1713. In a number of battles, including the
memorable defeat of the French forces at Blenheim in 1704
by allied troops led by the English commander, John
Churchill, duke of Marlborough, the coalition wore down
Louis’s forces. An end to the war finally came with the
Peaces of Utrecht in 1713 and Rastatt in 1714. Although
these peace treaties confirmed Philip V as the Spanish ruler,
initiating a Spanish Bourbon dynasty that would last into
the twentieth century, they also affirmed that the thrones
of Spain and France were to remain separated. The Span-

ish Netherlands, Milan, and Naples were given to Aus-
tria, and the newly emerging Brandenburg-Prussia gained
additional territories. The real winner at Utrecht, however,
was England, which received Gibraltar as well as the
French possessions in America of Newfoundland, Hudson’s
Bay Territory, and Nova Scotia. Though France, by its sheer
size and position, remained a great power, England had
emerged as a formidable naval power.

Only two years after the treaty, the Sun King was
dead, leaving France impoverished and surrounded by
enemies. On his deathbed, the seventy-six-year-old
monarch seemed remorseful when he told his successor:

Soon you will be King of a great kingdom. I urge you not to
forget your duty to God; remember that you owe everything
to Him. Try to remain at peace with your neighbors. I loved
war too much. Do not follow me in that or in overspending.
Take advice in everything; try to find the best course and
follow it. Lighten your people’s burden as soon as possible,
and do what I have had the misfortune not to do myself.5

Did Louis mean it? Did Louis ever realize how tarnished
the glory he had sought had become? One of his subjects
wrote ten years before the end of his reign: “Even the peo-
ple . . . who have so much loved you, and have placed
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such trust in you, begin to lose their love, their trust, and
even their respect. . . . They believe you have no pity for
their sorrows, that you are devoted only to your power and
your glory.”6 In any event, the advice to his successor was
probably not remembered; his great-grandson was only
five years old. 

l The Decline of Spain 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Spain pos-
sessed the most populous empire in the world, controlling
almost all of South America and a number of settlements
in Asia and Africa. To most Europeans, Spain still seemed
the greatest power of the age, but the reality was quite dif-
ferent. The rich provinces of the Netherlands were lost.
The treasury was empty; Philip II went bankrupt in 1596
from excessive expenditures on the Armada while his suc-
cessor Philip III did the same in 1607 by spending a for-
tune on his court. The armed forces were out-of-date; the
government inefficient; and the commercial class weak
in the midst of a suppressed peasantry, a luxury-loving
class of nobles, and an oversupply of priests and monks.
Spain continued to play the role of a great power, but
appearances were deceiving. 

During the reign of Philip III (1598–1621), many of
Spain’s weaknesses became only too apparent. Interested
only in court luxury or miracle-working relics, Philip III
allowed his first minister, the greedy duke of Lerma, to run
the country. The aristocratic Lerma’s primary interest was
accumulating power and wealth for himself and his fam-
ily. While important offices were filled with his relatives,
crucial problems went unsolved. His most drastic decision
was to expel all remaining Moriscos (see Chapter 12) from
Spain, a spectacular blunder in view of their importance
to Spain’s economy. During Lerma’s misrule, the gap
between privileged and unprivileged grew wider. Notably
absent was a prosperous urban middle class, as an astute
public official observed in 1600. Spain, he said, had come
“to be an extreme contrast of rich and poor, . . . we have
rich who loll at ease, or poor who beg, and we lack people
of the middling sort, whom neither wealth nor poverty pre-
vents from pursuing the rightful kind of business enjoined
by natural law.”7 An apparent factor in this imbalance was
the dominant role played by the Catholic church. While
maintaining strict orthodoxy by efficient inquisitorial
courts, the church prospered and attracted ever-larger
numbers of clerics to its ranks. The Castilian Cortes (par-
liament) was informed in 1626 that Castile alone pos-
sessed 9,000 monasteries for men. The existence of so
many official celibates offered little help to Spain’s declin-
ing economy or its declining population.

At first, the reign of Philip IV (1621–1665) seemed to
offer hope for a revival of Spain’s energies, especially in the
capable hands of his chief minister, Gaspar de Guzman,
the count of Olivares. This clever, hard-working, and power-
hungry statesman dominated the king’s every move and
worked to revive the interests of the monarchy. A flurry of
domestic reform decrees, aimed at curtailing the power of

the church and the landed aristocracy, was soon followed
by a political reform program whose purpose was to further
centralize the government of all Spain and its possessions
in monarchical hands. All of these efforts met with little real
success, however, since both the number (estimated at one-
fifth of the population) and power of the Spanish aristocrats
made them too strong to curtail in any significant fash-
ion. At the same time, most of the efforts of Olivares and
Philip were undermined by their desire to pursue Spain’s
imperial glory and by a series of internal revolts.

During the 1620s, 1630s, and 1640s, Spain’s
involvement in the Thirty Years’ War led to a series of
frightfully expensive military campaigns that intensified
the economic misery of the overtaxed Spanish subjects.
Unfortunately for Spain, the campaigns also failed to pro-
duce victory. As Olivares wrote to King Philip IV, “God
wants us to make peace; for He is depriving us visibly and
absolutely of all the means of war.”8 At the same time,
increasingly heavy financial exactions to fight the wars led
to internal revolts, first in Catalonia, the northeastern
province, in 1640, then in the same year in Portugal, which
had been joined to Spain in 1580 by Philip II, and finally
in the Italian dependency of Naples in 1647. After years
of civil war, the Spanish government regained control of
all these territories except for Portugal, which successfully
reestablished the monarchy of the old ruling house of Bra-
ganza when Duke John was made King John IV in 1640.

The defeats in Europe and the internal revolts of the
1640s ended any illusions about Spain’s greatness. The
actual extent of Spain’s economic difficulties is still a much

LLLLLLLLLLLLLL

C H R O N O L O G Y

Absolutism in Western Europe

France
Henry IV 1589–1610
Louis XIII 1610–1643

Cardinal Richelieu as chief 
minister 1624–1642

Ministry of Cardinal Mazarin 1642–1661
First Fronde 1648–1649
Second Fronde 1650–1652

Louis XIV 1643–1715
First war (vs. Triple Alliance) 1667–1668
Dutch War 1672–1678
Edict of Fontainebleau 1685
War of the League of Augsburg 1689–1697
War of the Spanish Succession 1702–1713

Spain 
Philip III 1598–1621
Philip IV 1621–1665

Revolts in Catalonia and Portugal 1640
Revolt in Naples 1647

Charles II 1665–1700



436 C H A P T E R 1 5

debated historical topic, but there is no question about
Spain’s foreign losses. Dutch independence was formally
recognized by the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, and the
Peace of the Pyrenees with France in 1659 meant the sur-
render of Artois and the outlying defenses of the Spanish
Netherlands as well as certain border regions that went to
France. It did not augur well for the future of Spain that
the king who followed Philip IV, Charles II (1665–1700),
perhaps unfairly characterized by historians as a “mori-
bund half-wit,” was only of interest to the rest of Europe
because he had no heirs. The French and Austrians anx-
iously awaited his death in the hope of placing a member
of their royal houses on the Spanish throne. When he died
in 1700, the War of the Spanish Succession soon followed.

◆ Absolutism in Central, Eastern,
and Northern Europe

During the seventeenth century, a development of great
importance for the modern Western world took place in
central and eastern Europe, the appearance of three new
powers: Prussia, Austria, and Russia.

l The German States
The Peace of Westphalia, which officially ended the Thirty
Years’ War in 1648, left each of the 300 or more German
states comprising the Holy Roman Empire virtually
autonomous and sovereign. After 1648, the Holy Roman
Empire was largely a diplomatic fiction; as the French
intellectual Voltaire said in the eighteenth century, the
Holy Roman Empire was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an
empire. Properly speaking, there was no German state, but
more than 300 “Germanies.” Of these states, two emerged
as great European powers in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries.

/ THE RISE OF BRANDENBURG-PRUSSIA

The development of Brandenburg as a state was largely the
story of the Hohenzollern dynasty, which in 1415 had come
to rule the rather insignificant principality in northeastern
Germany. In 1609, the Hohenzollerns inherited some lands
in the Rhine valley in western Germany; nine years later,
they received the duchy of Prussia (or East Prussia). By the
seventeenth century, then, the dominions of the house of
Hohenzollern, now called Brandenburg-Prussia, consisted
of three disconnected masses in western, central, and east-
ern Germany. Each had its own privileges, customs, and
loyalties; only the person of the Hohenzollern ruler con-
nected them. Unlike France, an old kingdom possessing
a reasonably common culture based on almost 1,000 years
of history, Brandenburg-Prussia was an artificial creation,
highly vulnerable and dependent upon its ruling dynasty
to create a state where none existed.

The first important Hohenzollern ruler and the one
who laid the foundation for the Prussian state was Fred-
erick William the Great Elector (1640–1688), who came
to power in the midst of the Thirty Years’ War. Realizing
that Brandenburg-Prussia was a small, open territory with
no natural frontiers for defense, Frederick William built
a competent and efficient standing army. By 1678, he pos-
sessed a force of 40,000 men that absorbed more than
50 percent of the state’s revenues. To sustain the army and
his own power, Frederick William established the General
War Commissariat to levy taxes for the army and over-
see its growth and training. The Commissariat soon
evolved into an agency for civil government as well, col-
lecting the new excise tax in the towns and overseeing the
foundation of new industrial and commercial enterprises.
Directly responsible to the elector, the new bureaucratic
machine became his chief instrument for governing the
state. Many of its officials were members of the Prussian
landed aristocracy, the Junkers, who also served as offi-
cers in the all-important army.
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The nobles’ support for Frederick William’s policies
derived from the tacit agreement that he made with them.
In order to eliminate the power that the members of the
nobility could exercise in their provincial Estates-General,
Frederick William made a deal with the nobles. In return
for a free hand in running the government (in other words,
for depriving the provincial Estates of their power), he gave
the nobles almost unlimited power over their peasants,
exempted them from taxation, and awarded them the high-
est ranks in the army and the Commissariat with the
understanding that they would not challenge his politi-
cal control. As for the peasants, the nobles were allowed
to appropriate their land and bind them to the soil as serfs.

To build Brandenburg-Prussia’s economy, Frederick
William followed the fashionable mercantilist poli-
cies, using high tariffs, subsidies, and monopolies for
manufacturers to stimulate domestic industry and 
the construction of roads and canals. Wisely, Frederick
William invited people from other countries to settle in
Brandenburg-Prussia and, in 1685, issued an edict encour-
aging the dispossessed Huguenots from Louis XIV’s France
to come to Prussia. Almost 20,000 did. At the same time,
however, Frederick William continued to favor the inter-
ests of the nobility at the expense of the commercial and
industrial middle classes in the towns.

In these ways, Frederick William the Great Elector
laid the foundations for the Prussian state, although it
would be misleading to think that he had a modern con-
ception of that state. He thought nothing of amending
his will to give pieces of his supposedly unified state as
independent principalities to his younger sons. He was

succeeded by his son Frederick III (1688–1713), who, less
rigid and militaristic than his father, spent much of the
treasury building palaces, establishing a university, and
imitating the splendors of the court of Louis XIV. He did
make one significant contribution to the development of
Prussia. In return for aiding the Holy Roman Emperor in
the War of the Spanish Succession, he received officially
the title of king in Prussia. Elector Frederick III was trans-
formed into King Frederick I, and Brandenburg-Prussia
became simply Prussia. In the eighteenth century, Prussia
emerged as a great power on the European stage.

/ THE EMERGENCE OF AUSTRIA

The Austrian Habsburgs had long played a significant role
in European politics as Holy Roman Emperors, but by the
end of the Thirty Years’ War, the Habsburg hopes of cre-
ating an empire in Germany had been dashed. In the sev-
enteenth century, then, the house of Austria made an
important transition; the German empire was lost, but a
new empire was created in eastern and southeastern
Europe.

The nucleus of the new Austrian Empire remained the
traditional Austrian hereditary possessions: Lower and
Upper Austria, Carinthia, Carniola, Styria, and Tyrol. To
these had been added the kingdom of Bohemia, which had
been reclaimed by the Habsburgs during the Thirty Years’
War. Since 1526, the Habsburg ruler had also been king
of Hungary, although he exercised little real power except
in northwestern Hungary. The eastern Hungarian princi-
pality of Transylvania remained independent while the cen-
tral parts of Hungary were controlled by the Ottoman Turks.
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Leopold I (1658–1705) encouraged the eastward
movement of the Austrian Empire, but he was sorely chal-
lenged by the revival of Turkish power in the seventeenth
century. Having moved into Transylvania, the Turks even-
tually pushed westward and laid siege to Vienna in 1683.
Only a dramatic rescue by a combined army of Austrians,
Saxons, Bavarians, and Poles saved the Austrian city. A
European army, led by the Austrians, counterattacked and
decisively defeated the Turks in 1687. By the Treaty of
Karlowitz in 1699, Austria took control of Hungary, Tran-
sylvania, Croatia, and Slovenia, thus establishing an Aus-
trian Empire in southeastern Europe. At the end of the War
of the Spanish Succession, Austria gained possession of
the Spanish Netherlands and received formal recogni-
tion of its occupation of the Spanish possessions in Italy,
namely, Milan, Mantua, Sardinia, and Naples. By the
beginning of the eighteenth century, the house of Austria
had acquired a new empire of considerable size.

The Austrian monarchy, however, never became a
highly centralized, absolutist state, primarily because it
included so many different national groups. The Austrian
Empire remained a collection of territories held together
by a personal union. The Habsburg emperor was archduke
of Austria, king of Bohemia, and king of Hungary. Each of
these areas had its own laws, Estates-General, and polit-
ical life. The landed aristocrats throughout the empire were
connected by a common bond of service to the house of
Habsburg, whether as military officers or government
bureaucrats, but no other common sentiment tied the
regions together. The nobles in the Austrian Empire
remained quite strong and were also allowed to impose
serfdom on their peasants. By the beginning of the
eighteenth century, Austria was a populous empire in cen-
tral Europe of great potential military strength.

l Italy: From Spanish to Austrian Rule
By 1530, Emperor Charles V had managed to defeat the
French armies in Italy and become the arbiter of Italy (see
Chapter 13). Initially, he was content to establish close ties
with many native Italian rulers and allow them to rule,
provided that they recognize his dominant role. But in
1540, he gave the duchy of Milan to his son Philip II and
transferred all imperial rights over Italy to the Spanish
monarchy.

From the beginning of Philip II’s reign in 1559 to
1713, the Spanish presence was felt everywhere in Italy.
Only the major states of Florence, the Papal States, and
Venice managed to maintain relatively independent poli-
cies. At the same time, the influence of the papacy became
oppressive in Italy as the machinery of the Catholic
Counter-Reformation—the Inquisition, Index, and the
Jesuits—was used to stifle any resistance to the Catholic
orthodoxy created by the Council of Trent (see Chapter
13). Though artistic and intellectual activity continued in
post-Renaissance Italy, it often exacted a grievous cost.
Some intellectuals, such as Galilei Galileo and Giordano
Bruno (see Chapter 16), found themselves imprisoned or
executed by the Inquisition.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Italy suf-
fered further from the struggles between France and Spain.
But it was Austria, not France, that benefited the most from
the War of the Spanish Succession. By gaining Milan,
Mantua, Sardinia, and Naples, Austria supplanted Spain
as the dominant power in Italy.

l From Muscovy to Russia
Since its origins in the Middle Ages, Russia had existed
only on the fringes of European society, remote and iso-
lated from the Western mainstream. But in the seventeenth
century, the energetic Peter the Great (1689–1725) pushed
Russia westward and raised it to the status of a great power.

A new Russian state had emerged in the fifteenth
century under the leadership of the principality of Mus-
covy and its grand dukes (see Chapter 12). In the sixteenth
century, Ivan IV the Terrible (1533–1584), who was the
first ruler to take the title of tsar, expanded the territories
of Russia eastward, after finding westward expansion
blocked by the powerful Swedish and Polish states. Ivan
also extended the autocracy of the tsar by crushing the
power of the Russian nobility, known as the boyars.

Ivan’s dynasty came to an end in 1598 and was fol-
lowed by a resurgence of aristocratic power in a period
of anarchy known as the Time of Troubles. It did not end
until the Zemsky Sobor, or national assembly, chose
Michael Romanov (1613–1645) as the new tsar, beginning
a dynasty that lasted until 1917.

In the seventeenth century, Muscovite society was
highly stratified. At the top was the tsar, who claimed to be
a divinely ordained autocratic ruler, assisted by two con-
sultative bodies, a Duma, or council of boyars, and the
Zemsky Sobor, a landed assembly begun in 1550 by Ivan
IV to facilitate support for his programs. Russian society
was dominated by an upper class of landed aristocrats
who, in the course of the seventeenth century, managed
to bind their peasants to the land. An abundance of land
and a shortage of peasants made serfdom desirable to the
landowners. Under a law of 1625, the penalty for killing
another’s serf was merely to provide a replacement. Towns-
people were also stratified and controlled. Artisans were
sharply separated from merchants, and many of the latter
were not allowed to move from their cities without gov-
ernment permission or to sell their businesses to anyone
outside their class. In the seventeenth century, merchant
and peasant revolts as well as a schism in the Rus-
sian Orthodox church created very unsettled conditions.
In the midst of these political and religious upheavals,
seventeenth-century Muscovy was experiencing more
frequent contacts with the West while Western ideas also
began to penetrate a few Russian circles. At the end of the
seventeenth century, Peter the Great noticeably acceler-
ated this westernizing process.

/ THE REIGN OF PETER THE GREAT (1689–1725)

Peter the Great was an unusual character. A strong man,
towering six feet, nine inches tall, Peter was coarse in
his tastes and rude in his behavior. He enjoyed a low kind
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of humor—belching contests, crude jokes, comical funer-
als—and vicious punishments including floggings, impal-
ings, roastings, and beard burnings (see the box above).
Peter gained a firsthand view of the West when he made
a trip there in 1697–1698 and returned home with a firm
determination to westernize or Europeanize Russia.
Perhaps too much has been made of Peter’s desire 
to westernize a “backward country.” Peter’s policy of
Europeanization was largely technical. He admired Euro-
pean technology and gadgets and desired to transplant
these to Russia. Only this kind of modernization could
give him the army and navy he needed to make Russia
a great power. His only consistent purpose was to win 
military victories.

As could be expected, one of his first priorities was
the reorganization of the army and the creation of a navy.
Employing both Russians and Europeans as officers, he
conscripted peasants for twenty-five-year stints of serv-
ice to build a standing army of 210,000 men. Peter has
also been given credit for forming the first Russian navy.

Peter reorganized the central government, partly
along Western lines. What remained of the consultative
bodies disappeared; neither the Duma of boyars nor the
Zemsky Sobor was ever summoned. In 1711, Peter created

a Senate to supervise the administrative machinery of the
state while he was away on military campaigns. In time
the Senate became something like a ruling council, but its
ineffectiveness caused Peter to borrow the Western insti-
tution of “colleges,” or boards of administrators entrusted
with specific functions, such as foreign affairs, war, and
justice. To impose the rule of the central government more
effectively throughout the land, Peter divided Russia into
eight provinces and later, in 1719, into fifty. Although he
hoped to create a “police state,” by which he meant a well-
ordered community governed in accordance with law, few
of his bureaucrats shared his concept of honest service
and duty to the state. One of his highest officials even
stated: “Would your Majesty like to be a ruler without any
subjects? We all steal, only some do it on a bigger scale,
and in a more conspicuous way, than others.”9 Peter
hoped for a sense of civic duty, but his own forceful
personality created an atmosphere of fear that prevented
it. He wrote to one administrator, “According to these
orders act, act, act. I won’t write more, but you will pay
with your head if you interpret orders again.” But when
others were understandably cautious in interpreting his
written instructions, he stated: “This is as if a servant, see-
ing his master drowning, would not save him until he had

During his first visit to the West in 1697–1698, Peter
received word that the streltsy, an elite military unit sta-
tioned in Moscow, had revolted against his authority.
Peter hurried home and crushed the revolt in a very sav-
age fashion. This selection is taken from an Austrian
account of how Peter dealt with the rebels.

l Peter and the Streltsy

How sharp was the pain, how great the indignation, to
which the tsar’s Majesty was mightily moved, when he
knew of the rebellion of the Streltsy, betraying openly a
mind panting for vengeance! He was still tarrying at
Vienna, quite full of the desire of setting out for Italy;
but, fervid as was his curiosity of rambling abroad, it
was, nevertheless, speedily extinguished on the
announcement of the troubles that had broken out in
the bowels of his realm. Going immediately to Lefort 
. . . , he thus indignantly broke out: “Tell me, Francis,
how I can reach Moscow by the shortest way, in a brief
space, so that I may wreak vengeance on this great per-
fidy of my people, with punishments worthy of their
abominable crime. Not one of them shall escape with
impunity. Around my royal city, which, with their impi-
ous efforts, they planned to destroy, I will have gibbets
and gallows set upon the walls and ramparts, and each
and every one of them will I put to a direful death.” Nor
did he long delay the plan for his justly excited wrath;

he took the quick post, as his ambassador suggested,
and in four weeks’ time he had got over about 300 miles
without accident, and arrived the 4th of September,
1698—a monarch for the well deposed, but an avenger
for the wicked.

His first anxiety after his arrival was about the rebel-
lion—in what it consisted, what the insurgents meant,
who dared to instigate such a crime. And as nobody
could answer accurately upon all points, and some
pleaded their own ignorance, others the obstinacy of the
Streltsy, he began to have suspicions of everybody’s
loyalty. . . . No day, holy or profane, were the inquisitors
idle; every day was deemed fit and lawful for torturing.
There was as many scourges as there were accused, and
every inquisitor was a butcher. . . . The whole month of
October was spent in lacerating the backs of culprits
with the knout and with flames; no day were those that
were left alive exempt from scourging or scorching; or
else they were broken upon the wheel, or driven to the
gibbet, or slain with the ax. . . .

To prove to all people how holy and inviolable are
those walls of the city which the Streltsy rashly medi-
tated scaling in a sudden assault, beams were run out
from all the embrasures in the walls near the gates, in
each of which two rebels were hanged. This day beheld
about two hundred and fifty die that death. There are
few cities fortified with as many palisades as Moscow
has given gibbets to her guardian Streltsy.

Peter the Great Deals with a Rebellion

L
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satisfied himself as to whether it was written down in his
contract that he should pull him out of the water.”10 Peter
wanted his administrators to be slaves and free men at the
same time, and it did not occur to him that he was ask-
ing the impossible.

To further his administrative aims, Peter demanded
that all members of the landholding class serve in either
military or civil offices. Moreover, in 1722, Peter instituted
a Table of Ranks to create opportunities for nonnobles to
serve the state and join the ranks of the nobility. All civil
offices were ranked according to fourteen levels; a paral-
lel list of fourteen grades was also created for all military
offices. Every official was then required to begin at level
one and work his way up the ranks. When a nonnoble
reached the eighth rank, he acquired the status of nobil-
ity. This attempt by Peter to create a new nobility based
on merit was not carried on by his successors.

To obtain the enormous amount of money needed
for an army and navy that absorbed as much as four-fifths
of the state revenue, Peter adopted Western mercantilis-
tic policies to stimulate economic growth. He tried to
increase exports and develop new industries while exploit-
ing domestic resources like the iron mines in the Urals. But
his military needs were endless, and he came to rely on
the old expedient of simply raising taxes, imposing addi-

tional burdens upon the hapless peasants who were
becoming ever more oppressed in Peter’s Russia.

Peter also sought to gain state control of the Russian
Orthodox church. In 1721, he abolished the position of
patriarch and created a body called the Holy Synod to
make decisions for the church. At its head stood a procu-
rator, a layman who represented the interests of the tsar
and assured Peter of effective domination of the church.

Already after his first trip to the West in 1697–1698,
Peter began to introduce Western customs, practices, and
manners into Russia. He ordered the preparation of the
first Russian book of etiquette to teach Western manners.
Among other things, it pointed out that it was not polite to
spit on the floor or scratch oneself at dinner. Since west-
erners did not wear beards or the traditional long-skirted
coat, Russian beards had to be shaved and coats short-
ened, a reform Peter personally enforced at court by shav-
ing off his nobles’ beards and cutting their coats at the
knees with his own hands. Outside the court, barbers and
tailors planted at town gates enforced the edicts by cutting
the beards and cloaks of those who entered or left. Any-
one who failed to conform was to be “beaten without
mercy.” For the nobles, who were already partly western-
ized, these changes were hardly earth-shattering. But to
many others who believed that shaving the beard was a
“defacement of the image of God,” the attack was actually
blasphemous.

One group of Russians benefited greatly from Peter’s
cultural reforms—women. Having watched women mix-
ing freely with men in Western courts, Peter shattered
the seclusion of upper-class Russian women and
demanded that they remove the traditional veils that cov-
ered their faces. Peter also decreed that social gatherings
be held three times a week in the large houses of St. Peters-
burg where men and women could mix for conversation,
card games, and dancing, which Peter had learned in the
West. The tsar also now insisted that women could marry
of their own free will.

The object of Peter’s domestic reforms was to make
Russia into a great state and military power. His primary
goal was to “open a window to the west,” meaning an ice-
free port easily accessible to Europe. This could only be
achieved on the Baltic, but at that time the Baltic coast was
controlled by Sweden, the most important power in north-
ern Europe. Desirous of these lands, Peter, with the sup-
port of Poland and Denmark, attacked Sweden in the
summer of 1700, believing that the young king of Sweden,
Charles XII, could easily be defeated. Charles, however,
proved to be a brilliant general. He smashed the Danes,
flattened the Poles, and, with a well-disciplined force 
of only 8,000 men, routed the Russian army of 40,000 
at the Battle of Narva (1700). The Great Northern War
(1701–1721) had begun.

But Peter fought back. He reorganized his army along
Western lines and in 1702 overran the Swedish Baltic
provinces while Charles was preoccupied elsewhere. When
the Swedish king turned his attention to Peter again in 1708,
he decided to invade Russia and capture Moscow, the cap-

PETER THE GREAT. Peter the Great wished to westernize
Russia, especially in the realm of technical skills. His
foremost goal was the creation of a strong army and navy
in order to make Russia a great power. A Dutch painter
created this portrait of the armored tsar during his visit
to the West in 1697.
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ital, but Russian weather and scorched-earth tactics dev-
astated his army. In July 1709, at the Battle of Poltava,
Peter’s forces defeated Charles’s army decisively. Although
the war dragged on for another twelve years, the Peace of
Nystadt in 1721 gave formal recognition to what Peter had
already achieved: the acquisition of Estonia, Livonia, and
Karelia. Sweden became a second-rate power while Russia
was now the great European state Peter had wanted.

Already in 1703, in the northern marshlands along
the Baltic, Peter had begun to construct a new city, St.
Petersburg, his window on the west and a symbol that
Russia was looking westward to Europe. Though its con-
struction cost the lives of thousands of peasants, St.
Petersburg was finished during Peter’s lifetime. It remained
the Russian capital until 1917.

It is difficult to assess the work of Peter the Great.
He modernized and westernized Russia to the extent that
it became a great military power and, by his death in 1725,
an important member of the European state system. But
his policies were also detrimental to Russia. Westerniza-
tion was a bit of a sham, since Western culture reached
only the upper classes and the real object of the reforms,
the creation of a strong military, only added more burdens
to the masses of the Russian people. The forceful way in
which Peter the Great imposed westernization led to a dis-
trust of Europe and Western civilization. Russia was so
strained by Peter the Great that after his death an aristo-
cratic reaction undid much of his work.

l The Growth of Monarchy 
in Scandinavia

As the economic link between the products of eastern
Europe and the West, the Baltic Sea bestowed special
importance on the lands surrounding it. In the sixteenth

century, Sweden had broken its ties with Denmark and
emerged as an independent state (see Chapter 13). Despite
their common Lutheran religion, Denmark’s and Sweden’s
territorial ambitions in northern Europe kept them in
rather constant rivalry in the seventeenth century.

Under Christian IV (1588–1648), Denmark seemed
the likely candidate for expansion, but it met with little
success. The system of electing monarchs forced the kings
to share their power with the Danish nobility who exer-
cised strict control over the peasants who worked their
lands. Danish ambitions for ruling the Baltic were severely
curtailed by the losses they sustained in the Thirty Years’
War and later in the so-called Northern War (1655–1660)
with Sweden. Danish military losses led to a constitutional
crisis in which a meeting of Denmark’s Estates brought
to pass a bloodless revolution in 1660. The power of the
nobility was curtailed, a hereditary monarchy reestab-
lished, and a new, absolutist constitution proclaimed in
1665. Under Christian V (1670–1699), a centralized ad-
ministration was instituted with the nobility as the chief
officeholders.

Compared to Denmark, Sweden seemed a relatively
poor country, and historians have had difficulty explain-
ing why it played such a large role in European affairs in
the seventeenth century. Sweden’s economy was weak,
and the monarchy was still locked in conflict with the pow-
erful Swedish nobility. During the reign of Gustavus Adol-
phus (1611–1632), his wise and dedicated chief minister,
Axel Oxenstierna, persuaded the king to adopt a new pol-
icy in which the nobility formed a “first estate” occupy-
ing the bureaucratic positions of an expanded central
government. This created a stable monarchy and freed the
king to raise a formidable army and participate in the
Thirty Years’ War, only to be killed in battle in 1632.

MAP 15.4 From Muscovy to Russia. 
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Sweden experienced a severe political crisis after 
the death of Gustavus Adolphus. His daughter Christina
(1633–1654) proved to be far more interested in philoso-
phy and religion than ruling. Her tendency to favor the
interests of the nobility led the other estates of the Riksdag,
Sweden’s parliament—the burghers, clergy, and peasants—
to protest. In 1654, tired of ruling and wishing to become
a Catholic, which was forbidden in Sweden, Christina abdi-
cated in favor of her cousin, who became King Charles X
(1654–1660). His accession to the throne defused a poten-
tially explosive peasant revolt against the nobility.

Charles X reestablished domestic order, but it was his
successor, Charles XI (1660–1697), who did the painstak-
ing work of building the Swedish monarchy along the lines
of an absolute monarchy. By resuming control of the crown
lands and the revenues attached to them from the nobility,
Charles managed to weaken the independent power of the
nobility. He built up a bureaucracy, subdued both the Riks-
dag and the church, improved the army and navy, and
left to his son, Charles XII (1697–1718), a well-organized
Swedish state that dominated northern Europe. In 1693,
he and his heirs were acclaimed as “absolute, sovereign
kings, responsible for their actions to no man on earth.”

Charles XII was primarily interested in military
affairs. Energetic and regarded as a brilliant general, his
grandiose plans and strategies, which involved Sweden in
conflicts with Poland, Denmark, and Russia, proved to be
Sweden’s undoing. By the time he died in 1718, Charles
XII had lost much of Sweden’s northern empire to Russia,
and Sweden’s status as a first-class northern power had
proved to be short-lived.

l The Ottoman Empire

After their conquest of Constantinople in 1453, the
Ottoman Turks tried to complete their conquest of the
Balkans, where they had been established since the four-
teenth century. Although they were successful in taking
the Romanian territory of Wallachia in 1476, the resis-
tance of the Hungarians kept them from advancing up the
Danube valley. From 1480 to 1520, internal problems and
the need to consolidate their eastern frontiers kept the
Turks from any further attacks on Europe.

The reign of Sultan Suleiman I the Magnificent
(1520–1566), however, brought the Turks back to Europe’s
attention. Advancing up the Danube, the Turks seized Bel-
grade in 1521 and Hungary by 1526, although their
attempts to conquer Vienna in 1529 were repulsed. At the
same time, the Turks extended their power into the west-
ern Mediterranean, threatening to turn it into a Turkish
lake until a large Turkish fleet was destroyed by the Span-
ish at Lepanto in 1571. Despite the defeat, the Turks con-
tinued to hold nominal control over the southern shores
of the Mediterranean.

Although Europeans frequently spoke of new Chris-
tian crusades against the infidel Turks, by the beginning of
the seventeenth century the Ottoman Empire was being
treated like another European power by European rulers
seeking alliances and trade concessions. The Ottoman
Empire possessed a highly effective governmental system,
especially when it was led by strong sultans or powerful
grand viziers (prime ministers). The splendid capital Con-
stantinople possessed a population far larger than any
European city. Nevertheless, Ottoman politics periodically
degenerated into bloody intrigues as factions fought each
other for influence and the throne. In one particularly grue-
some practice, a ruling sultan would murder his brothers
to avoid challenges to his rule. Despite the periodic bouts
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of civil chaos, a well-trained bureaucracy of civil servants
continued to administer state affairs efficiently.

A well-organized military system also added to the
strength of the Ottoman Empire. Especially outstanding
were the Janissaries, composed of Christian boys who had
been taken from their parents, converted to the Muslim
faith, and subjected to rigid military discipline to form an
elite core of 8,000 troops personally loyal to the sultan. Like
other praetorian guards, however, the Janissaries came to
play an important role in making and unmaking sultans.

In the first half of the seventeenth century, the
Ottoman Empire was a “sleeping giant.” Occupied by
domestic bloodletting and severely threatened by a chal-
lenge from Persia, the Ottomans were content with the
status quo in eastern Europe. But under a new line of
grand viziers in the second half of the seventeenth century,
the Ottoman Empire again took the offensive. By mid-
1683, the Ottomans had marched through the Hungar-
ian plain and laid siege to Vienna. Repulsed by a mixed
army of Austrians, Poles, Bavarians, and Saxons, the Turks
retreated and were pushed out of Hungary by a new Euro-
pean coalition. Although they retained the core of their

empire, the Ottoman Turks would never again be a threat
to Europe. Although the Ottoman Empire held together 
for the rest of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
it would be faced with new challenges from the ever-
growing Austrian Empire in southeastern Europe and the
new Russian giant to the north.

l The Limits of Absolutism

In recent decades, historical studies of local institutions
have challenged the traditional picture of absolute mon-
archs. Control of the administrative machinery of state 
did not enable rulers to dominate the everyday lives of their
subjects, as was once thought. The centralization of power
was an important element in the growth of the seventeenth-
century state, however, and the most successful monarchs
were those who managed to restructure the central policy-
making machinery of government to give them a certain
amount of control over the traditional areas of monarchi-
cal power: formulation of foreign policy, making of war and
peace, the church, and taxation. Seventeenth-century gov-
ernments also intervened in economic affairs to strengthen
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their war-making capacities. In all of these areas, abso-
lute monarchy meant rulers extending their power or at
least resisting challenges to their authority.

It is misleading, however, to think that so-called
absolute monarchs actually controlled the lives of their
subjects. In 1700, government for most people still meant
the local institutions that affected their lives: local courts,
local tax collectors, and local organizers of armed forces.
Kings and ministers might determine policies and issue
guidelines, but they still had to function through local
agents and had no guarantee whatever that their wishes
would be carried out. A mass of urban and provincial priv-
ileges, liberties, and exemptions (including from taxation)
and a whole host of corporate bodies and interest groups—
provincial and national Estates, clerical officials, office-
holders who had bought or inherited their positions, and
provincial nobles—limited what monarchs could achieve.
The most successful rulers were not those who tried to
destroy the old system, but those like Louis XIV who knew
how to use the old system to their advantage. Above all
other considerations stood the landholding nobility. Every-
where in the seventeenth century, the landed aristocracy
played an important role in the European monarchical
system. As military officers, judges, officeholders, and
landowners in control of vast, untaxed estates, their power
remained immense. In some places, their strength 
even put severe limits on how effectively monarchs could
rule.

◆ Limited Monarchy 
and Republics

Almost everywhere in Europe in the seventeenth century,
kings and their ministers were in control of central gov-
ernments. But not all European states followed the pattern
of absolute monarchy. In eastern Europe, the Polish aris-
tocracy controlled a virtually powerless king. In western
Europe, two great states—the Dutch Republic and
England—successfully resisted the power of hereditary
monarchs.

l The Weakness of the Polish Monarchy

Poland had played a major role in eastern Europe in the
fifteenth century and had ruled over Lithuania and much
of Ukraine by the end of the sixteenth. After the elective
throne of Poland had been won by the Swede Sigismund
III (1587–1631), Poland had a king who even thought seri-
ously of creating a vast Polish empire that would include
at least Russia and possibly Finland and Sweden. Poland
not only failed to achieve this goal, but by the end of the
seventeenth century, it had become a weak, decentralized
state.

It was the elective nature of the Polish monarchy
that reduced it to impotence. The Sejm, or Polish diet, was
a two-chamber assembly in which landowners completely

dominated the few townspeople and lawyers who were
also members. To be elected to the kingship, prospective
monarchs (who were mostly foreigners) had to agree to
share power with the Sejm (in effect with the nobles) in
matters of taxation, foreign and military policy, and the
appointment of state officials and judges. The power of the
Sejm had disastrous results for central monarchical author-
ity since the real aim of most of its members was to ensure
that central authority would not affect their local interests.
The acceptance of the liberum veto in 1652, whereby the
meetings of the Sejm could be stopped by a single dis-
senting member, reduced government to virtual chaos.

Poland, then, was basically a confederation of semi-
independent estates of landed nobles. By the late seven-
teenth century, it also became a battleground for foreign
powers who found it easy to invade, but difficult to rule.
The continuation of Polish weakness into the eighteenth
century eventually encouraged its more powerful neigh-
bors—Prussia, Austria, and Russia—to dismember it. 

l The “Golden Age” of the Dutch Republic 

The seventeenth century has often been called the “golden
age” of the Dutch Republic as the United Provinces held
center stage as one of Europe’s great powers. Like France
and England, the United Provinces was an Atlantic power,
underlining the importance of the shift of political and
economic power from the Mediterranean basin to the
countries on the Atlantic seaboard. As a result of the
sixteenth-century revolt of the Netherlands, the seven
northern provinces, which began to call themselves the
United Provinces of the Netherlands in 1581, became the
core of the modern Dutch state. The new state was offi-
cially recognized by the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. 

With independence came internal dissension. There
were two chief centers of political power in the new state.
Each province had an official known as a stadholder who
was responsible for leading the army and maintaining
order. Beginning with William of Orange and his heirs, the
house of Orange occupied the stadholderate in most of 
the seven provinces and favored the development of a
centralized government with themselves as hereditary
monarchs. The States General, an assembly of represen-
tatives from every province, opposed the Orangist ambi-
tions and advocated a decentralized or republican form of
government. 

The political rivalry between the monarchical and
republican blocs was intensified by religious division within
the Calvinist church, which remained the official church of
the Dutch Republic. But other religious groups were tol-
erated as long as they worshiped in private. Catholics, other
Protestants, and even Jewish communities felt relatively
free in Holland, the richest and largest province, and espe-
cially in Amsterdam. In their religious toleration, the Dutch
were truly unique in the seventeenth century. 

For much of the seventeenth century, the republican
forces were in control. But in 1672, burdened with war
against both France and England, the United Provinces
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turned once again to the house of Orange and restored 
it to the stadholderate in the person of William III
(1672–1702). From that year on, William III worked con-
sciously to build up his pseudo-royal power. When he suc-
ceeded to the throne of England in 1688 (see England and
the Emergence of Constitutional Monarchy later in the
chapter), his position in the Netherlands was strengthened
as well. However, his death in 1702, without direct heirs,
enabled the republican forces to gain control once more.
The Dutch Republic would not be seriously threatened
again by the monarchical forces. 

Underlying Dutch prominence in the seventeenth
century was its economic prosperity, fueled by the Dutch
role as carriers of European trade. But war proved disas-
trous to the Dutch Republic. Wars with France and En-
gland placed heavy burdens on Dutch finances and
manpower. English shipping began to challenge what had
been Dutch commercial supremacy, and by 1715, the
Dutch were experiencing a serious economic decline. 

/ LIFE IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY AMSTERDAM 

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, Amsterdam
had replaced Antwerp as the financial and commercial
capital of Europe. In 1570, Amsterdam had 30,000 inhab-
itants; by 1610, that number had doubled as refugees
poured in, especially from the Spanish Netherlands. Intel-
lectuals and Jews drawn by the city’s reputation for toler-
ation, as well as merchants and workers attracted by the
city’s prosperity, added to the number of new inhabitants.
In 1613, this rapid growth caused the city government to
approve an “urban expansion plan” that expanded the

city’s territory from 500 to 1,800 acres through the con-
struction of three large, concentric canals. Builders pre-
pared plots for the tall, narrow-fronted houses that were
characteristic of the city by hammering wooden columns
through the mud to the firm sand underneath. The canals
in turn made it possible for merchants and artisans to
utilize the upper stories of their houses as storerooms for
their goods. Wares carried by small boats were hoisted
to the top windows of these dwellings by block and tackle
beams fastened to the gables of the roofs. Amsterdam’s
physical expansion was soon matched by its population
as the city grew to 200,000 by 1660.

The exuberant expansion of Amsterdam in the sev-
enteenth century was based upon the city’s new role as the
commercial and financial center of Europe (see the box on
p. 446). But what had made this possible? For one thing,
Amsterdam merchants possessed vast fleets of ships, many
of which were used for the lucrative North Sea herring
catch. Amsterdam ships were also important carriers for
the products of other countries. The Dutch invention of
the fluyt, a shallow-draft ship of large capacity, enabled
them to transport enormous quantities of cereals, timber,
and iron. The Dutch produced large ships for ocean voy-
ages as well. 

Amsterdam merchants unloaded their cargoes at
Dam Square, where all goods above fifty pounds in weight
were recorded and tested for quality. The quantity of goods
brought to Amsterdam soon made the city a crossroads for
many of Europe’s chief products. Amsterdam was, of
course, the chief port for the Dutch West and East Indian
trading companies (see Overseas Trade and Colonies later

DAM SQUARE. This work by J. van
der Ulft, done in 1659, shows Dam
Square in Amsterdam. Merchants
unloaded their cargoes here, mak-
ing Dam Square one of the busiest
centers of the city. 
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in this chapter). Moreover, city industries turned imported
raw materials into finished goods, making Amsterdam an
important producer of woolen cloth, refined sugar and
tobacco products, glass, beer, paper, books, jewelry, and
leather goods. Some of the city’s great wealth came from
war profits: by 1700, Amsterdam was the principal sup-
plier of military goods in Europe; its gun foundries had
customers throughout the continent. 

A third factor in Amsterdam’s prosperity was its
importance as a financial center. Trading profits provided
large quantities of capital for investment. Its financial role
was greatly facilitated by the foundation in 1609 of the
Exchange Bank of Amsterdam, long the greatest public
bank in northern Europe. As an English gentleman noted,
the reputation of the bank was “another invitation for Peo-
ple to come, and lodge here what part of their Money they
could transport, and knew no way of securing at home.”11

The city also founded the Amsterdam Stock Exchange
for speculating in commodities. 

Amsterdam’s prosperity (it possessed the highest per
capita income in Europe) did not prevent it from having
enormous social differences. At the bottom of the social
ladder were the beggars, unskilled day laborers, and poor
immigrants attracted by Amsterdam’s riches. Many of
these poor people were forcefully recruited as ordinary
sailors, especially for dangerous overseas voyages. Above
this lower class stood the artisans and manual laborers,
who belonged to the guilds or worked for guild members.
Since widows were allowed to take their husbands’ places
in the craft guilds, Amsterdam was known for its high num-
ber of businesswomen. The artisans lived in a district
called the Jordaan, built outside the three new canals. Its
crowded quarters and small streets crisscrossed by canals
created a quaint atmosphere and sense of fellowship that
appealed to many of Amsterdam’s artists. 

Above the craftspeople stood a professional class 
of lawyers, teachers, bureaucrats, and wealthier guild
members, but above them were the landed nobles who

Europeans were astonished by the apparent prosperity of
the Dutch in the first half of the seventeenth century. This
selection is taken from a treatise entitled Observations
Touching Trade and Commerce with the Hollanders, and
Other Nations. It was written by an Englishman named
John Keymer who believed that the Dutch economy could
serve as a guide for the English.

l John Keymer, Observations Touching Trade
and Commerce with the Hollanders, and Other
Nations

I have diligently in my travels observed how the coun-
tries herein mentioned [mainly Holland] do grow potent
with abundance of all things to serve themselves and
other nations, where nothing grows; and that their never
dried fountains of wealth, by which they raise their
estate to such an admirable height, [so] that they are . . .
[now] a wonder to the world, [come] from your
Majesty’s seas and lands. 

I thus moved, began to delve into the depth of their
policies and circumventing practices, whereby they
drain, and still covet to exhaust, the wealth and coin of
this kingdom, and so with our own commodities to
weaken us, and finally beat us quite out of trading in
other countries. I found that they more fully obtained
these their purposes by their convenient privileges, and
settled constitutions; than England with all the laws,
and superabundance of home-bred commodities which
God has vouchsafed your sea and land. . . .

To bring this to pass they have many advantages of
us; the one is, by their fashioned ships . . . that are made

to hold great bulk of merchandise, and to sail with a few
men for profit. For example . . . [Dutch ships] do serve
the merchant better cheap by one hundred pounds
[English money] in his freight than we can, by reason he
has but nine or ten mariners, and we near thirty; thus he
saves twenty men’s meat and wages in a voyage; and so
in all other their ships according to their burden, by
which means they are freighted wheresoever they come,
to great profit, while our ships lie still and decay. . . . 

Thus they and others glean this wealth and strength
from us to themselves; and these reasons following pro-
cure them this advantage to us.

1. The merchants . . . which make all things in abun-
dance, by reason of their store-houses continually
replenished with all kind of commodities.

2. The liberty of free traffic for strangers to buy and
sell in Holland, and other countries and states, as
if they were free-born, makes great intercourse.

3. The small duties levied upon merchants, draws all
nations to trade with them. 

4. Their fashioned ships continually freighted before
ours, by reason of their few mariners and great
bulk, serving the merchant cheap.

5. Their forwardness to further all manner of trading. 
6. Their wonderful employment of their busses [her-

ring boats] for fishing, and the great returns they
make.

7. Their giving free custom inward and outward, for
any new-erected trade, by means whereof they
have gotten already almost the sole trade into their
hands.

The Economic Superiority of the Dutch
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intermarried with the wealthier burghers and built more
elaborate town houses. At the very top of Amsterdam’s soci-
ety stood a select number of very prosperous manufac-
turers, shipyard owners, and merchants, whose wealth
enabled them to control the city government of Amsterdam
as well as the Dutch Republic’s States General. 

In the first half of the seventeenth century, the
Calvinist background of the wealthy Amsterdam burghers
led them to adopt a simple lifestyle. They wore dark
clothes and lived in substantial, but simply furnished
houses, known for their steep, narrow stairways. The oft-
quoted phrase that “cleanliness is next to Godliness” was
literally true for these self-confident Dutch burghers. Their
houses were clean and orderly; foreigners often com-
mented that Dutch housewives always seemed to be
scrubbing. But in the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury, the wealthy burghers began to reject their Calvinist
heritage, a transformation that is especially evident in their
more elaborate and colorful clothes. 

l England and the Emergence 
of Constitutional Monarchy 

One of the most prominent examples of resistance to abso-
lute monarchy came in seventeenth-century England
where king and Parliament struggled to determine the role
each should play in governing England. But the struggle
over this political issue was complicated by a deep and
profound religious controversy. With the victory of Par-
liament came the foundation for constitutional monar-
chy by the end of the seventeenth century. 

/ REVOLUTION AND CIVIL WAR 

With the death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603, the Tudor
dynasty became extinct, and the Stuart line of rulers was
inaugurated with the accession to the throne of Elizabeth’s
cousin, King James VI of Scotland (son of Mary, queen
of Scots), who became James I (1603–1625) of England.
Although used to royal power as king of Scotland, James
understood little about the laws, institutions, and customs
of the English. He espoused the divine right of kings, the
belief that kings receive their power directly from God and
are responsible to no one except God. This viewpoint
alienated Parliament, which had grown accustomed under
the Tudors to act on the premise that monarch and Par-
liament together ruled England as a “balanced polity.” Par-
liament expressed its displeasure with James’s claims by
refusing his requests for additional monies needed by the
king to meet the increased cost of government. Parlia-
ment’s power of the purse proved to be its trump card in
its relationship with the king. 

Some members of Parliament were also alienated by
James’s religious policy. The Puritans—those Protestants
within the Anglican church inspired by Calvinist theol-
ogy—wanted James to eliminate the episcopal system of
church organization used in the Church of England (in
which the bishop or episcopos played the major adminis-
trative role) in favor of a Presbyterian model (used in Scot-

land and patterned after Calvin’s church organization in
Geneva, where ministers and elders—also called pres-
byters—played an important governing role). James re-
fused because he realized that the Anglican church, with
its bishops appointed by the crown, was a major support
of monarchical authority. But the Puritans were not easily
cowed and added to the rising chorus of opposition to
the king. Many of England’s gentry, mostly well-to-do
landowners below the level of the nobility, had become
Puritans, and these Puritan gentry not only formed an
important and substantial part of the House of Commons,
the lower house of Parliament, but also held important
positions locally as justices of the peace and sheriffs. It
was not wise to alienate them. 

The conflict that had begun during the reign of James
came to a head during the reign of his son Charles I
(1625–1649). In 1628, Parliament passed a Petition of
Right that the king was supposed to accept before being
granted any taxes. This petition prohibited taxes without
Parliament’s consent, arbitrary imprisonment, the quar-
tering of soldiers in private houses, and the declaration
of martial law in peacetime. Although he initially accepted
it, Charles later reneged on the agreement because of its
limitations on royal power. In 1629, Charles decided that
since he could not work with Parliament, he would not
summon it to meet. From 1629 to 1640, Charles pursued
a course of “personal rule,” which forced him to find ways
to collect taxes without the cooperation of Parliament. One
expedient was a tax called Ship Money, a levy on seacoast
towns to pay for coastal defense, which was now collected
annually by the king’s officials throughout England and
used to finance other government operations besides
defense. This use of Ship Money aroused opposition 
from middle-class merchants and landed gentry who be-
lieved the king was attempting to tax without Parliament’s
consent. 

The king’s religious policy also proved disastrous.
His marriage to Henrietta Maria, the Catholic sister of King
Louis XIII of France, aroused suspicions about the king’s
own religious inclinations. Even more important, however,
the efforts of Charles and William Laud, the archbishop of
Canterbury, to introduce more ritual into the Anglican
church struck the Puritans as a return to Catholic pop-
ery. Grievances mounted, yet Charles might have survived
unscathed if he could have avoided calling Parliament,
which alone could provide a focus for the many cries of
discontent throughout the land. But when the king and
Archbishop Laud attempted to impose the Anglican Book
of Common Prayer upon the Scottish Presbyterian church,
the Scots rose up in rebellion against the king. Financially
strapped and unable to raise troops to defend against the
Scots, the king was forced to call Parliament into session.
Eleven years of frustration welled up to create a Parliament
determined to deal with the king. 

In its first session from November 1640 to Septem-
ber 1641, the so-called Long Parliament (because it lasted
in one form or another from 1640 to 1660) took a series of
steps that placed severe limitations upon royal authority.



448 C H A P T E R 1 5

These included the abolition of arbitrary courts, the abo-
lition of taxes that the king had collected without Parlia-
ment’s consent, such as Ship Money, and the passage of
the revolutionary Triennial Act, which specified that Par-
liament must meet at least once every three years, with or
without the king’s consent. By the end of 1641, one group
within Parliament was prepared to go no further, but a
group of more radical parliamentarians pushed for more
change, including the elimination of bishops in the Angli-
can church. When the king tried to take advantage of the
split by arresting some members of the more radical fac-
tion in Parliament, a large group in Parliament led by John
Pym and his fellow Puritans decided that the king had
gone too far. England now slipped into civil war (1642). 

Parliament proved victorious in the first phase of the
English Civil War (1642–1646). Most important to Parlia-
ment’s success was the creation of the New Model Army
by Oliver Cromwell. The New Model Army was composed
primarily of more extreme Puritans known as the Inde-
pendents, who believed they were doing battle for the
Lord. It is striking to read in Cromwell’s military reports
such statements as “Sir, this is none other but the hand of
God; and to Him alone belongs the glory.” We might also
attribute some of the credit to Cromwell himself since his
crusaders were well disciplined and trained in the new

continental military tactics. Supported by the New Model
Army, Parliament ended the first phase of the civil war with
the capture of King Charles I in 1646.

A split now occurred in the parliamentary forces. A
Presbyterian majority wanted to disband the army and
restore Charles I with a Presbyterian state church. The
army, composed mostly of the more radical Independents,
who opposed an established Presbyterian church,
marched on London in 1647 and began negotiations with
the king. Charles took advantage of this division to flee
and seek help from the Scots. Enraged by the king’s treach-
ery, Cromwell and the army engaged in a second civil war
(1648) that ended with Cromwell’s victory and the capture
of the king. This time Cromwell was determined to achieve
a victory for the army’s point of view. The Presbyterian
members of Parliament were purged, leaving a Rump Par-
liament of fifty-three members of the House of Commons
who then tried and condemned the king on a charge of
treason and adjudged that “he, the said Charles Stuart, as
a tyrant, traitor, murderer, and public enemy to the good
people of this nation, shall be put to death by the severing
of his head from his body.” On January 30, 1649, Charles
was beheaded, a most uncommon act in the seventeenth
century. The revolution had triumphed, and the monarchy
in England had been destroyed, at least for the moment. 

After the death of the king, the Rump Parliament
abolished the monarchy and the House of Lords and
proclaimed England a republic or Commonwealth
(1649–1653). This was not an easy period for Cromwell.
As commander-in-chief of the army, he had to crush a
Catholic uprising in Ireland, which he accomplished with
a brutality that earned him the eternal enmity of the Irish
people, as well as an uprising in Scotland on behalf of the
son of Charles I. He also faced opposition at home, espe-
cially from more radically minded groups who took advan-
tage of the upheaval in England to push their agendas. The
Levellers, for example, advocated such advanced ideas as
freedom of speech, religious toleration, and a democratic
republic. Cromwell, a country gentleman and defender
of property and the ruling classes, smashed the radicals
by force. At the same time, Cromwell found it difficult to
work with the Rump Parliament and finally dispersed it by
force. As the members of Parliament departed (April 1653),
he shouted after them: “It’s you that have forced me to
do this, for I have sought the Lord night and day that He
would slay me rather than put upon me the doing of this
work.” With the certainty of one who is convinced he is
right, Cromwell had destroyed both king and Parliament. 

The army provided a new government when it drew
up the Instrument of Government, England’s first and last
written constitution. Executive power was vested in the
Lord Protector (a position held by Cromwell) and legisla-
tive power in a Parliament. But the new system also failed
to work. Cromwell found it difficult to work with the Par-
liament, especially when its members debated his au-
thority and advocated once again the creation of a
Presbyterian state church. In 1655, Cromwell dissolved
Parliament and divided the country into eleven regions,

OLIVER CROMWELL. Oliver Cromwell was a dedicated
Puritan who formed the New Model Army and defeated
the forces supporting King Charles I. Unable to work
with Parliament, he came to rely on military force to rule
England. Cromwell is pictured here in 1649, on the eve
of his ruthless military campaign in Ireland. 
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each ruled by a major general who served virtually as a
military governor. To meet the cost of military government,
Cromwell levied a 10 percent land tax on all former Roy-
alists. Unable to establish a constitutional basis for a work-
ing government, Cromwell had resorted to military force
to maintain the rule of the Independents, ironically using
even more arbitrary policies than those of Charles I. 

Oliver Cromwell died in 1658. After floundering for
eighteen months, the military establishment decided that
arbitrary rule by the army was no longer feasible and
reestablished the monarchy in the person of Charles II, the
son of Charles I. The restoration of the Stuart monarchy
ended England’s time of troubles, but it was not long before
England experienced yet another constitutional crisis. 

/ RESTORATION AND A GLORIOUS REVOLUTION 

After eleven years of exile, Charles II (1660–1685) returned
to England. As he entered London amid the acclaim of
the people, he remarked sardonically, “I never knew that
I was so popular in England.” The restoration of the monar-
chy and the House of Lords did not mean, however, that
the work of the English Revolution was undone. Parliament
kept much of the power it had won: its role in government
was acknowledged; the necessity for its consent to taxation
was accepted; and arbitrary courts were still abolished. Yet
Charles continued to push his own ideas, some of which
were clearly out of step with many of the English people. 

A serious religious problem disturbed the tranquil-
lity of Charles II’s reign. After the restoration of the monar-
chy, a new Parliament (the Cavalier Parliament) met in
1661 and restored the Anglican church as the official
church of England. In addition, laws were passed to force
everyone, particularly Catholics and Puritan Dissenters,
to conform to the Anglican church. Charles, however, was
sympathetic to and perhaps even inclined to Catholicism.
Moreover, Charles’s brother James, heir to the throne, did
not hide the fact that he was a Catholic. Parliament’s sus-
picions were therefore aroused in 1672 when Charles took
the audacious step of issuing a Declaration of Indulgence
that suspended the laws that Parliament had passed
against Catholics and Puritans. Parliament would have
none of it and induced the king to suspend the declara-
tion. Propelled by a strong anti-Catholic sentiment, Par-
liament then passed a Test Act in 1673, specifying that
only Anglicans could hold military and civil offices. 

A supposed Catholic plot to assassinate King Charles
and place his brother James on the throne, although
shown to be imaginary, inflamed Parliament to attempt to
pass an Exclusion Bill between 1678 and 1681 that would
have barred James from the throne as a professed Catholic.
Although these attempts failed, the debate over the bill cre-
ated two political groupings: the Whigs, who wanted to
exclude James and establish a Protestant king with toler-
ation of Dissenters, and the Tories, who supported the
king, despite their dislike of James as a Catholic, because
they did not believe Parliament should tamper with the
lawful succession to the throne. To foil these efforts,
Charles dismissed Parliament in 1681, relying on French

subsidies to rule alone. When he died in 1685, his
Catholic brother came to the throne. 

The accession of James II (1685–1688) to the crown
virtually guaranteed a new constitutional crisis for En-
gland. An open and devout Catholic, his attempt to further
Catholic interests made religion once more a primary
cause of conflict between king and Parliament. Contrary
to the Test Act, James named Catholics to high positions
in the government, army, navy, and universities. In 1687,
he issued a Declaration of Indulgence, which suspended
all laws barring Catholics and Dissenters from office. Par-
liamentary outcries against James’s policies stopped short
of rebellion because members knew that he was an old
man and his successors were his Protestant daughters
Mary and Anne, born to his first wife. But on June 10,
1688, a son was born to James II’s second wife, also a
Catholic. Suddenly the specter of a Catholic hereditary
monarchy loomed large. A group of seven prominent
English noblemen invited William of Orange, husband
of James’s daughter Mary, to invade England. An inveter-
ate foe of Louis XIV, William welcomed this opportunity
to fight France with England’s resources. William and
Mary raised an army and invaded England while James,
his wife, and infant son fled to France. With almost no
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bloodshed, England had undergone a “Glorious Revolu-
tion,” not over the issue of whether there would be a
monarchy, but rather over who would be monarch. 

The events of late 1688 constituted only the initial
stage of the Glorious Revolution. The second, and far more
important part, was the Revolution Settlement that con-
firmed William and Mary as monarchs. In January 1689,
a Convention Parliament asserted that James had tried
to subvert the constitution “by breaking the original con-
tract between king and people,” and declared the throne
of England vacant. It then offered the throne to William
and Mary, who accepted it along with the provisions of a
Declaration of Rights, later enacted into law as a Bill of
Rights in 1689 (see the box above). The Bill of Rights

affirmed Parliament’s right to make laws and levy taxes
and made it impossible for kings to oppose or do without
Parliament by stipulating that standing armies could be
raised only with the consent of Parliament. Both elections
and debates of Parliament had to be free, meaning that the
king could not interfere. The rights of citizens to petition
the sovereign, keep arms, have a jury trial, and not be sub-
ject to excessive bail were also confirmed. The Bill of
Rights helped to fashion a system of government based on
the rule of law and a freely elected Parliament, thus lay-
ing the foundation for a constitutional monarchy. 

The Bill of Rights did not settle the religious ques-
tions that had played such a large role in England’s trou-
bles in the seventeenth century. The Toleration Act of 1689

In 1688, the English experienced yet another revolution, a
rather bloodless one in which the Stuart king James II was
replaced by Mary, James’s daughter, and her husband,
William of Orange. After William and Mary had assumed
power, Parliament passed a Bill of Rights that specified the
rights of Parliament and laid the foundation for a consti-
tutional monarchy.

l The Bill of Rights

Whereas the said late King James II having abdicated
the government, and the throne being thereby vacant,
his Highness the prince of Orange (whom it has pleased
Almighty God to make the glorious instrument of deliv-
ering this kingdom from popery and arbitrary power) did
(by the device of the lords spiritual and temporal, and
diverse principal persons of the Commons) cause letters
to be written to the lords spiritual and temporal, being
Protestants, and other letters to the several counties,
cities, universities, boroughs, and Cinque Ports, for the
choosing of such persons to represent them, as were of
right to be sent to parliament, to meet and sit at West-
minster upon the two and twentieth day of January, in
this year 1689, in order to such an establishment as that
their religion, laws, and liberties might not again be in
danger of being subverted; upon which letters elections
have been accordingly made.

And thereupon the said lords spiritual and temporal
and Commons, pursuant to their respective letters and
elections, being now assembled in a full and free repre-
sentation of this nation, taking into their most serious
consideration the best means for attaining the ends
aforesaid, do in the first place (as their ancestors in like
case have usually done), for the vindication and asser-
tion of their ancient rights and liberties, declare:

1. That the pretended power of suspending laws, or
the execution of laws, by regal authority, without
consent of parliament is illegal.

2. That the pretended power of dispensing with the
laws, or the execution of law by regal authority, as
it has been assumed and exercised of late, is illegal. 

3. That the commission for erecting the late court of
commissioners for ecclesiastical causes, and all
other commissions and courts of like nature, are
illegal and pernicious.

4. That levying money for or to the use of the crown
by pretense of prerogative, without grant of parlia-
ment, for longer time or in other manner than the
same is or shall be granted, is illegal.

5. That it is the right of the subjects to petition the
king, and all commitments and prosecutions for
such petitioning are illegal.

6. That the raising or keeping a standing army within
the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be with
consent of parliament, is against law.

7. That the subjects which are Protestants may have
arms for their defense suitable to their conditions,
and as allowed by law. 

8. That election of members of parliament ought to
be free.

9. That the freedom of speech, and debates or pro-
ceedings in parliament, ought not to be impeached
or questioned in any court or place out of
parliament.

10. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor
excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual
punishments inflicted.

11. That jurors ought to be duly impaneled and
returned, and jurors which pass upon men in trials
for high treason ought to be freeholders. 

12. That all grants and promises of fines and forfei-
tures of particular persons before conviction are
illegal and void.

13. And that for redress of all grievances, and for the
amending, strengthening, and preserving of the
laws, parliament ought to be held frequently.

The Bill of Rights

L



Response to Crisis: State Building and the Search for Order in the Seventeenth Century 451

granted Puritan Dissenters the right of free public worship
(Catholics were still excluded), although they did not yet
have full civil and political equality since the Test Act was
not repealed. Although the Toleration Act did not mean
complete religious freedom and equality, it marked a
departure in English history: few people would ever again
be persecuted for religious reasons. 

Many historians have viewed the Glorious Revolu-
tion as the end of the seventeenth-century struggle between
king and Parliament. By deposing one king and establish-
ing another, Parliament had destroyed the divine-right the-
ory of kingship (William was, after all, king by grace of
Parliament, not God) and confirmed its right to participate
in the government. Parliament did not have complete con-
trol of the government, but it now had an unquestioned
right to participate in affairs of state. Over the next century,

it would gradually prove to be the real authority in the
English system of constitutional monarchy. 

/ RESPONSES TO REVOLUTION 

The English revolutions of the seventeenth century
prompted very different responses from two English polit-
ical thinkers—Thomas Hobbes and John Locke (see the
box above). Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), who lived dur-
ing the English Civil War, was alarmed by the revolution-
ary upheavals in his contemporary England. Hobbes’s
name has since been associated with the state’s claim to
absolute authority over its subjects, a topic that he elab-
orated in his major treatise on political thought known
as the Leviathan, published in 1651. 

Hobbes claimed that in the state of nature, before
society was organized, human life was “solitary, poor,

The seventeenth-century obsession with order and power
was well reflected in the political thought of the English-
men Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. In his Leviathan,
Hobbes presented the case for the state’s claim to absolute
authority over its subjects. John Locke, on the other hand,
argued for limiting government power in his Two Treatises
of Government.

l Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

The only way to erect a Common Power, as may be able
to defend them from the invasion of foreigners and the
injuries of one another, and thereby to secure them in
such sort, as that by their own industry, and by the fruits
of the Earth, they may nourish themselves and live con-
tentedly; is, to confer all their power and strength upon
one Man, or upon one Assembly of men, that may
reduce all their Wills, by plurality of voices, unto one
Will . . . and therein to submit their Wills, every one to
his Will, and their Judgments, to his Judgment. This is
more than Consent, or Concord; it is a real Unity of
them all, in one and the same Person, made by
Covenant of every man with every man. . . . This done,
the Multitude so united in one Person, is called a
COMMONWEALTH. . . . 

They that have already instituted a Commonwealth,
being thereby bound by Covenant cannot lawfully make
a new Covenant, among themselves, to be obedience to
any other, in any thing whatsoever, without his permis-
sion. And therefore, they that are subjects to a Monarch,
cannot without his leave cast off Monarchy, and return
to the confusion of a disunited Multitude; nor transfer
their Person from him that bears it, to another Man, or
other Assembly of men: for they . . . are bound, every
man to every man, to acknowledge that he that already
is their Sovereign, shall do, and judge fit to be done; so

that those who do not obey break their Covenant made
to that man, which is injustice. . . . Consequently, none
of the sovereign’s Subjects, by any pretense of forfeiture,
can be free from his Subjection.

l John Locke, The Second Treatise 
of Government

There is, therefore, another way whereby governments
are dissolved, and that is when the legislative or the
prince, either of them, act contrary to their trust. . . .
Whenever the legislators endeavor to take away and
destroy the property of the people, or to reduce them 
to slavery under arbitrary power, they put themselves
into a state of war with the people who are thereupon
absolved from any further obedience, and are left to the
common refuge which God has provided for all men
against force and violence. Whensoever, therefore, the
legislative shall transgress this fundamental rule of soci-
ety, and either by ambition, fear, folly, or corruption,
endeavor to grasp themselves, or put into the hands of
any other, an absolute power over the lives, liberties,
and estates of the people, by this breach of trust they
forfeit the power the people had put into their hands for
quite contrary ends, and it devolves to the people, who
have a right to resume their original liberty and, by the
establishment of a new legislative, such as they shall
think fit, provide for their own safety and security, which
is the end for which they are in society. What I have
said here concerning the legislative in general holds true
also concerning the supreme executor, who having a
double trust put in him—both to have a part in the leg-
islative and the supreme execution of the law—acts
against both when he goes about to set up his own arbi-
trary will as the law of the society.

Hobbes and Locke: Two Views of Political Authority
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nasty, brutish, and short.” Humans were guided not by
reason and moral ideals, but by animalistic instincts and
a ruthless struggle for self-preservation. To save themselves
from destroying each other (the “war of every man against
every man”), people contracted to form a commonwealth,
which Hobbes called “that great Leviathan (or rather, to
speak more reverently, that mortal god) to which we owe
our peace and defense.” This commonwealth placed its
collective power into the hands of a sovereign authority,
preferably a single ruler, who served as executor, legisla-
tor, and judge. This absolute ruler possessed unlimited
power. In Hobbes’s view, subjects may not rebel; if they
do, they must be suppressed. 

John Locke (1632–1704) viewed the exercise of polit-
ical power quite differently from Hobbes and argued
against the absolute rule of one man. Locke’s experience
of English politics during the Glorious Revolution was
incorporated into a political work called Two Treatises of
Government. Like Hobbes, Locke began with the state of
nature before human existence became organized socially.
But, unlike Hobbes, Locke believed humans lived then
in a state of equality and freedom rather than a state of
war. In this state of nature, humans had certain inalien-
able natural rights—to life, liberty, and property. Like
Hobbes, Locke did not believe all was well in the state of
nature. Since there was no impartial judge in the state of
nature, people found it difficult to protect these natural
rights. So they mutually agreed to establish a government
to ensure the protection of their rights. This agreement
established mutual obligations: government would protect
the rights of the people while the people would act rea-
sonably toward government. But if a government broke
this agreement—if a monarch, for example, failed to live
up to his obligation to protect the natural rights or claimed
absolute authority and made laws without the consent of
the community—the people might form a new govern-
ment. “The community perpetually retains a supreme
power,” Locke claimed. For Locke, however, the commu-
nity of people was primarily the landholding aristocracy
who were represented in Parliament, not the landless
masses. Locke was hardly an advocate of political democ-
racy, but his ideas proved important to both Americans
and French in the eighteenth century and were used to
support demands for constitutional government, the rule
of law, and the protection of rights. 

◆ Economic Trends:
Mercantilism and European
Colonies in the Seventeenth
Century 

The seventeenth century was marked by economic con-
traction, although variations existed depending on the
country or region. Trade, industry, and agriculture all felt
the pinch of a depression, which some historians believe

bottomed out between 1640 and 1680, while others argue
that the decade of the 1690s was still bad, especially in
France. Translated into everyday life, for many people the
economic contraction of the seventeenth century meant
scarce food, uncertain employment, and high rates of
taxation. 

Climate, too, played a factor in this economic rever-
sal as Europeans experienced worsening weather patterns.
In this “little ice age,” extending from the sixteenth well
into the eighteenth century, average temperatures fell, win-
ters were colder, summers were wetter, and devastating
storms seemed more frequent. Although the exact impact
of climatic changes is uncertain, there were numerous
reports of crop failures, the worst in 1649, 1660–1661, and
the 1690s. 

Population was also affected. Based on the birthrate
of the seventeenth century, demographers would expect
the European population to have doubled every twenty-
five years. In reality, the population either declined or
increased only intermittently as a result of a variety of fac-
tors. Infant mortality rates were high, 30 percent in the first
year of life and 50 percent before the age of ten. Epidemics
and famines were again common experiences in European
life. The last great epidemic of bubonic plague spread
across Europe in the middle and late years of the seven-
teenth century. The Mediterranean region suffered from
1646 to 1657, when the plague killed off 130,000 persons
in Naples alone. In 1665, it struck England and devastated
London, killing 20 percent of its population. 

l Mercantilism

Mercantilism is the name historians use to identify a set
of economic principles that dominated economic thought
in the seventeenth century. Fundamental to mercantil-
ism was the belief that the total volume of trade was
unchangeable. Therefore, as Colbert, the French practi-
tioner of mercantilism, stated: “Trade causes perpetual
conflict, both in war and in peace, among the nations of
Europe, as to who should carry off the greatest part. The
Dutch, the English and the French are the actors in this
conflict.”12 Since one nation could expand its trade and
hence its prosperity only at the expense of others, to mer-
cantilists, economic activity was war carried on by peace-
ful means. 

According to the mercantilists, the prosperity of a
nation depended upon a plentiful supply of bullion, or gold
and silver. For this reason, it was desirable to achieve a
favorable balance of trade in which goods exported were
of greater value than those imported, promoting an influx
of gold and silver payments that would increase the quan-
tity of bullion. Furthermore, to encourage exports, gov-
ernments should stimulate and protect export industries
and trade by granting trade monopolies, encouraging
investment in new industries through subsidies, importing
foreign artisans, and improving transportation systems by
building roads, bridges, and canals. By placing high tariffs
on foreign goods, they could be kept out of the country and
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prevented from competing with domestic industries.
Colonies were also deemed valuable as sources of raw
materials and markets for finished goods. 

As a system of economic principles, mercantilism
focused on the role of the state, believing that state inter-
vention in some aspects of the economy was desirable for
the sake of the national good. Government regulations
to ensure the superiority of export goods, the construction
of roads and canals, and the granting of subsidies to cre-
ate trade companies were all predicated on government
involvement in economic affairs. 

l Overseas Trade and Colonies 

Mercantilist theory on the role of colonies was matched
in practice by Europe’s overseas expansion. With the
development of colonies and trading posts in the Amer-
icas and the East, Europeans entered into an age of inter-
national commerce in the seventeenth century. Although
some historians speak of a world economy, we should
remember that local, regional, and intra-European trade
still dominated the scene. At the end of the seventeenth
century, for example, English imports totaled 360,000
tons, but only 5,000 tons came from the East Indies.
About one-tenth of English and Dutch exports were
shipped across the Atlantic; slightly more went to the
East. What made the transoceanic trade rewarding, how-
ever, was not the volume, but the value of its goods.
Dutch, English, and French merchants were bringing
back products that were still consumed largely by the
wealthy, but were beginning to make their way into the
lives of artisans and merchants. Pepper and spices from
the Indies, West Indian and Brazilian sugar, and Asian
coffee and tea were becoming more readily available to
European consumers. The first coffee and tea houses
opened in London in the 1650s and spread rapidly to
other parts of Europe. 

In 1600, much overseas trade was still carried by the
Spanish and Portuguese, who alone possessed colonies of

any significant size. But war and steady pressure from their
Dutch and English rivals eroded Portuguese trade in both
the West and the East, although Portugal continued to
profit from its large colonial empire in Brazil. The Spanish
also maintained an enormous South American empire, but
Spain’s importance as a commercial power declined
rapidly in the seventeenth century because of a drop in the
output of the silver mines and the poverty of the Spanish
monarchy. 

Although the Dutch became the leading carriers of
European products within Europe, they faced more severe
competition when they moved into Asian and American
markets. The Dutch East India Company was formed in
1602 to consolidate the gains made at the expense of the
Portuguese and exploit the riches of the East. Since the
wealthy oligarchy that controlled the company also dom-
inated the Dutch government, this joint-stock company
not only had a monopoly on all Asian trade but also pos-
sessed the right to make war, sign treaties, establish mili-
tary and trading bases, and appoint governing officials.
Gradually, the Dutch East India Company took control of
most of the Portuguese bases in the East and opened trade
with China and Japan. Its profits were spectacular in the
first ten years. 

The Dutch West India Company, created in 1621,
was less successful. Its efforts were aimed against Por-
tuguese and Spanish trade and possessions, and though
it made some inroads in Portuguese Brazil and the
Caribbean, they were not enough to compensate for the
company’s expenditures. Dutch settlements were also
established on the North American continent. The main-
land colony of New Netherlands stretched from the mouth
of the Hudson as far north as Albany, New York. Present-
day names such as Staten Island and Harlem remind us
that it was the Dutch who initially settled the Hudson
River valley. In the second half of the seventeenth century,
competition from the English and French and years of war-
fare with those rivals led to the decline of the Dutch com-
mercial empire. In 1664, the English seized the colony of

THE DUTCH EAST INDIA COMPANY IN INDIA.
Pictured here is the Dutch trading post known
as Hugly, founded in Bengal in 1610. This
1665 painting shows warehouses laid out in
precise patterns surrounded by protective
walls. Hugly was an important link in the
network of bases that constituted Holland’s
trading empire in the East. 
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New Netherlands and renamed it New York; soon after-
ward the Dutch West India Company went bankrupt. By
the end of the seventeenth century, the Dutch golden age
was beginning to tarnish. 

The Dutch overseas trade and commercial empire
faced two major rivals in the seventeenth century—the
English and French. The English had founded their own
East India Company in 1601 and proceeded to create a
colonial empire in the New World along the Atlantic
seaboard of North America. The failure of the Virginia
Company made it evident that the colonizing of American
lands was not necessarily conducive to quick profits. But
the desire to practice one’s own religion combined with
economic interests could lead to successful colonization,
as the Massachusetts Bay Company demonstrated. The
Massachusetts colony had 4,000 settlers in its early years,

but by 1660 had swelled to 40,000. Although the English
had established control over most of the eastern seaboard
by the end of the seventeenth century, the North Ameri-
can colonies were still of only minor significance to the
English economy. 

French commercial companies in the East experi-
enced much difficulty. Though due in part to a late start,
French problems also demonstrated the weakness of a
commerce dependent on political rather than economic
impetus (see the box above). The East India Companies
set up by Henry IV and Richelieu all failed. In 1664, Col-
bert established a new East India Company that only
barely managed to survive. The French had greater suc-
cess in North America where in 1663 Canada was made
the property of the crown and administered like a French
province. But the French failed to provide adequate men

Economic gain was not the only motivation of Western
rulers who wished to establish a European presence in the
East. In 1681, King Louis XIV of France wrote a letter to
the king of Tonkin asking permission for Christian mis-
sionaries to proselytize in Vietnam. The king of Tonkin
politely declined the request.

l A Letter to the King of Tonkin

Most high, most excellent, most mighty and most mag-
nanimous Prince, our very dear and good friend, may it
please God to increase your greatness with a happy end!

We hear from our subjects who were in your Realm
what protection you accorded them. We appreciate this
all the more since we have for you all the esteem that
one can have for a prince as illustrious through his mili-
tary valor as he is commendable for the justice which he
exercises in his Realm. . . . Since the war which we have
had for several years, in which all of Europe had banded
together against us, prevented our vessels from going to
the Indies, at the present time, when we are at peace
after having gained many victories and expanded our
Realm through the conquest of several important places,
we have immediately given orders to the Royal Com-
pany to establish itself in your kingdom as soon as pos-
sible. . . . We have given orders to have brought to you
some presents which we believe might be agreeable to
you. But the one thing in the world which we desire
most, both for you and for your Realm, would be to
obtain for your subjects who have already embraced the
law of the only true God of heaven and earth, the free-
dom to profess it, since this law is the highest, the
noblest, the most sacred and especially the most suit-
able to have kings reign absolutely over the people.

We are even quite convinced that, if you knew the
truths and the maxims which it teaches, you would give

first of all to your subjects the glorious example of
embracing it. We wish you this incomparable blessing
together with a long and happy reign, and we pray God
that it may please Him to augment your greatness with
the happiest of endings.

Your very dear and good friend,
Louis

l Answers from the King of Tonkin to Louis XIV

The King of Tonkin sends to the King of France a letter
to express to him his best sentiments. . . . Your commu-
nication, which comes from a country which is a thou-
sand leagues away, and which proceeds from the heart
as a testimony of your sincerity, merits repeated con-
sideration and infinite praise. Politeness toward
strangers is nothing unusual in our country. There is
not a stranger who is not well received by us. How
then could we refuse a man from France, which is the
most celebrated among the kingdoms of the world and
which for love of us wishes to frequent us and bring us
merchandise? These feelings of fidelity and justice are
truly worthy to be applauded. As regards your wish
that we should cooperate in propagating your religion,
we do not dare to permit it, for there is an ancient cus-
tom, introduced by edicts, which formally forbids it.
Now, edicts are promulgated only to be carried out
faithfully; without fidelity nothing is stable. How could
we disdain a well-established custom to satisfy a pri-
vate friendship? . . . This then is my letter. We send
you herewith a modest gift which we offer you with a
glad heart. 

This letter was written at the beginning of winter and
on a beautiful day.

West Meets East: An Exchange of Royal Letters

L
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or money, allowing their continental wars to take prece-
dence over the conquest of the North American continent.
Already in 1713, by the Treaty of Utrecht, the French
began to cede some of their American possessions to their
English rival. 

◆ The World of Seventeenth-
Century Culture 

The seventeenth century was a remarkably talented one.
In addition to the intellectuals responsible for the Scien-
tific Revolution (see Chapter 16), the era was blessed with
a number of prominent thinkers, artists, and writers. Some
historians have even labeled it a century of genius. 

l Art: French Classicism and 
Dutch Realism 

In the second half of the seventeenth century, France
replaced Italy as the cultural leader of Europe. Rejecting
the Baroque style as overly showy and passionate, the
French remained committed to the classical values of the
High Renaissance. French late Classicism with its empha-
sis on clarity, simplicity, balance, and harmony of design
was, however, a rather austere version of the High Renais-
sance style. Its triumph reflected the shift in seventeenth-
century French society from chaos to order. Though it
rejected the emotionalism and high drama of the Baroque,
French Classicism continued the Baroque’s conception 
of grandeur in the portrayal of noble subjects, espe-
cially those from classical antiquity. Nicholas Poussin
(1594–1665) exemplified these principles in his paintings.
His choice of scenes from classical mythology, the order-
liness of his landscapes, the postures of his figures copied

from the sculptures of antiquity, and his use of brown
tones all reflect French Classicism of the late seventeenth
century. 

The supremacy of Dutch commerce in the seven-
teenth century was paralleled by a brilliant flowering of
Dutch painting. Wealthy patricians and burghers of Dutch
urban society commissioned works of art for their guild
halls, town halls, and private dwellings. The interests of
this burgher society were reflected in the subject matter of
many Dutch paintings: portraits of themselves, group por-
traits of their military companies and guilds, landscapes,
seascapes, genre scenes, still lifes, and the interiors of their
residences. Neither classical nor Baroque, Dutch painters
were primarily interested in the realistic portrayal of sec-
ular, everyday life. 

This interest in painting scenes of everyday life is evi-
dent in the work of Judith Leyster (c. 1609–1660), who
established her own independent painting career, a
remarkable occurrence in seventeenth-century Europe.
Leyster became the first female member of the painting
Guild of St. Luke in Haarlem, which enabled her to set 
up her own workshop and take on three male pupils.
Musicians playing their instruments, women sewing, chil-
dren laughing while playing games, and actors perform-
ing, all form the subject matter of Leyster’s portrayals of
everyday Dutch life. But she was also capable of intro-
spection, as is evident in her Self-Portrait. 

The finest example of the golden age of Dutch
painting was Rembrandt van Rijn (1606–1669). Rem-
brandt’s early career was reminiscent of Rubens in that
he painted opulent portraits and grandiose scenes in
often colorful fashion. Like Rubens, he was prolific and
successful; unlike Rubens, he turned away from materi-
alistic success and public approval to follow his own
artistic path. In the process, he lost public support and
died bankrupt. 

NICHOLAS POUSSIN, LANDSCAPE
WITH THE BURIAL OF PHOCIAN.
France became the new cultural
leader of Europe in the second half
of the seventeenth century. French
Classicism upheld the values of
High Renaissance style, but in a
more static version. In Nicholas
Poussin’s work, we see the empha-
sis of French Classicism on the use
of scenes from classical sources
and the creation of a sense of
grandeur and noble strength in
both human figures and landscape. 
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Although Rembrandt shared the Dutch predilection
for realistic portraits, he became more introspective as
he grew older. He refused to follow his contemporaries
whose pictures were largely secular in subject matter; half
of his paintings focused on scenes from biblical tales.
Since the Protestant tradition of hostility to religious
pictures had discouraged artistic expression, Rembrandt
stands out as the one great Protestant painter of the sev-
enteenth century. Rembrandt’s religious pictures, however,
avoided the monumental subjects, such as the Creation
and Last Judgment, that were typical of Catholic artists.
Instead, he favored pictures that focused on the individ-
ual’s relationship with God and depicted people’s inward
suffering in quiet, evocative scenes. 

REMBRANDT VAN RIJN, SYNDICS OF THE CLOTH GUILD.
The Dutch experienced a golden age of painting during
the seventeenth century. The burghers and patricians of

Dutch urban society commissioned works of art, and
these quite naturally reflected the burghers’ interests, as
this painting by Rembrandt illustrates. 

JUDITH LEYSTER, SELF-PORTRAIT. Although Judith
Leyster was a well-known artist to her Dutch contempo-
raries, her fame diminished soon after her death. In the
late nineteenth century, however, a Dutch art historian
rediscovered her work. In her Self-Portrait, painted in
1635, she is seen pausing in her work in front of one of
the scenes of daily life that made her such a popular
artist in her own day.
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l The Theater: The Triumph of 
French Neoclassicism 

As the great age of theater in England and Spain was draw-
ing to a close around 1630, a new dramatic era began to
dawn in France that lasted into the 1680s. Unlike Shake-
speare in England and Lope de Vega in Spain, French
playwrights wrote more for an elite audience and were
forced to depend upon royal patronage. Louis XIV used
theater as he did art and architecture—to attract attention
to his monarchy. 

French dramatists cultivated a classical style in which
the Aristotelian rules of dramatic composition, observing
the three unities of time, place, and action, were closely fol-
lowed. French Neoclassicism emphasized the clever, pol-
ished, and correct over the emotional and imaginative.
Many of the French works of the period derived both their
themes and their plots from Greek and Roman sources,
especially evident in the works of Jean-Baptiste Racine
(1639–1699). In Phédre, which has been called his best
play, Racine followed closely the plot of the Greek trage-
dian Euripides’ Hippolytus. Like the ancient tragedians,

The comedy writer Jean-Baptiste Molière has long been
regarded as one of the best playwrights of the age of
Louis XIV. Molière’s comedy, The Would-Be Gentleman,
focuses on Monsieur Jourdain, a vain and pretentious
Parisian merchant who aspires to become a gentleman
(at that time, a term for a member of the nobility who
possessed, among other things, a title, fine clothes, and
good taste). Jourdain foolishly believes that he can buy
these things and hires a number of teachers to instruct
him. In this scene from Act II, Jourdain learns from his
philosophy teacher that he has been speaking prose all
his life.

l Jean-Baptiste Molière, 
The Would-Be Gentleman

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: I will explain to you all these
curiosities to the bottom.

M. JOURDAIN: Pray do. But now, I must commit a secret
to you. I’m in love with a person of great quality, and
I should be glad you would help me to write some-
thing to her in a short billet-doux [love letter], which
I’ll drop at her feet.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: Very well.
M. JOURDAIN: That will be very gallant, won’t it?
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: Without doubt. Is it verse that you

would write to her?
M. JOURDAIN: No, no, none of your verse.
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: You would only have prose?
M. JOURDAIN: No, I would neither have verse nor prose.
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: It must be one or the other. 
M. JOURDAIN: Why so?
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: Because, sir, there’s nothing to

express one’s self by, but prose, or verse.
M. JOURDAIN: Is there nothing then but prose, or verse?
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: No, sir, whatever is not prose, is

verse; and whatever is not verse, is prose.
M. JOURDAIN: And when one talks, what may that be

then?

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: Prose.
M. JOURDAIN: How? When I say, Nicole, bring me my

slippers, and give me my nightcap, is that prose?
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: Yes, sir.
M. JOURDAIN: On my conscience, I have spoken prose

above these forty years without knowing anything of
the matter; and I have all the obligations in the world
to you for informing me of this. I would therefore put
into a letter to her: Beautiful marchioness, your fair
eyes make me die with love; but I would have this
placed in a gallant manner; and have a gentle turn.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: Why, add that the fire of her eyes
has reduced your heart to ashes: that you suffer for
her night and day all the torments—

M. JOURDAIN: No, no, no, I won’t have all that—I’ll have
nothing but what I told you. Beautiful marchioness,
your fair eyes make me die with love.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: You must by all means lengthen
the thing out a little.

M. JOURDAIN: No, I tell you, I’ll have none but those
very words in the letter: but turned in a modish way,
ranged handsomely as they should be. I desire you’d
show me a little, that I may see the different manners
in which one may place them.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: One may place them first of all as
you said: Beautiful marchioness, your fair eyes make
me die for love. Or suppose: For love die me make,
beautiful marchioness, your fair eyes. Or perhaps:
Your eyes fair, for love me make, beautiful mar-
chioness, die. Or suppose: Die your fair eyes, beautiful
marchioness, for love me make. Or however: Me make
your eyes fair die, beautiful marchioness, for love.

M. JOURDAIN: But of all these ways, which is best?
PHILOSOPHY MASTER: That which you said: Beautiful

marchioness, your fair eyes make me die for love.
M. JOURDAIN: Yet at the same time, I never studied it,

and I made the whole of it at the first touch. I thank
you with all my heart, and desire you would come in
good time tomorrow.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: I shall not fail.

French Comedy: The Would-Be Gentleman

L



Conclusion LLLLLLLLLLLL

To many historians, the seventeenth century has
assumed extraordinary proportions. The divisive effects
of the Reformation had been assimilated and the con-
cept of a united Christendom, held as an ideal since the
Middle Ages, had been irrevocably destroyed by the
religious wars, making possible the emergence of a
system of nation-states in which power politics took on
an increasing significance. The growth of political
thought focusing on the secular origins of state power
reflected the changes that were going on in
seventeenth-century society. 

Within those states, there slowly emerged some of
the machinery that made possible a growing central-
ization of power. In those states called absolutist,
strong monarchs with the assistance of their aristocra-
cies took the lead in providing the leadership for
greater centralization. But in England, where the
landed aristocracy gained power at the expense of the
monarchs, the foundations were laid for a constitu-
tional government in which Parliament provided the
focus for the institutions of centralized power. In all the
major European states, a growing concern for power
and dynastic expansion led to larger armies and
greater conflict. War remained an endemic feature 
of Western civilization. 

But the search for order and harmony continued,
evident in art and literature. At the same time, though
it would be misleading to state that Europe had become
a secular world, we would have to say that religious
preoccupations and values were losing ground to secu-
lar considerations. The seventeenth century was a 
transitional period to a more secular spirit that has
characterized modern Western civilization until the
present time. No stronger foundation for this spirit
could be found than in the new view of the universe
that was created by the Scientific Revolution of the
seventeenth century, and it is to that story that we must
now turn. 
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