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“Absolutemonarchyorabsolutism meantthatthesovereignpowerorultimateauthority

inthestaterestedinthehandsofakingwhoclaimedtorulebydivineright.”

Introduction

TheAgeofAbsolutism

Absolutism isaterm usedbyhistorianstodescribeaform ofmonarchicalpowerthatis

unlimitedbyanyotherinstitution,suchasthechurch,parliament,orsocialelites.The

absolutemonarchexercisesultimateauthorityoverthestateandhissubjects,asboth

headofstateandheadofgovernment.Inanabsolutemonarchythereisnoconstitutionor

legalrestrictiononthemonarch'spower.Absolutemonarchyisnormallyhereditaryor

passedonthroughmarriage.Theterm Absolutism istypicallyusedincombinationwith

someEuropeanmonarchsduringthetransitionfrom Feudalism toearlyCapitalism,and

monarchsdescribedasabsolutecanespeciallybefoundinthe17thcenturythroughthe



18thcentury.TheAgeofAbsolutism isusuallythoughttobeginwiththereignofLouis

XIV(1643–1715)andendswiththeFrenchRevolution(1789).

EuropeanReligiousConflictsofthe16thand17thCenturies

Absolutism wasprimarilymotivatedbythecrisesofthesixteenthandseventeenth

centuries.TheProtestantReformation(1517–1648)hadledtoaseriesofviolentand

bloodywarsofreligion,inthecourseofwhichthousandsofinnocentsmettheirdeaths.

ThepopulationintheGermanstates,forinstance,wasreducedbyabout15%to30%inthe

ThirtyYears’War(1618–48)whereasthepopulationofFrance,atbetween16to18

millionpeoplein1600,fellby2to4millionduringtheFrenchWarsofReligion(1562–98).

SimilarwarstookplaceinSwitzerland,Austria,Bohemia,theNetherlands,England,

Scotland,IrelandandDenmark.

Partlybecauseofthereligiouswars,butalsoduetoagrowingsecularization,religionwas

losingitsgriponEurope.InspiredbytheRenaissanceandinparticularbytheScientific

Revolution,intellectualstooktothinkingoutsidetheboundariesofchurchideology;and

sincechangesintheeconomywerenoticeablyincreasingtheprosperityofmany

Europeans,Europeansocietybecamemoreandmoresecular.Inthiscontext,absolute

monarchieswereregardedasthesolutiontotheseviolentdisorders,andEuropeanswere

morethanwillingtohavelocalautonomyorpoliticalrightstakenawayinexchangefor

peaceandsafety.

DeclineofFeudalism andOriginoftheEarlyModernState

AttheendoftheMiddleAges,Feudalism declined.Whiletheoldfeudalsystem hadbeen

definedbyaweakmonarchyattemptingtocontrolthelandsoftherealm throughmutual

agreementswithregionalleadersofthenobility,themodernagewascharacterizedbya

riseoftheking’spowerinsomepartsofEurope.Thesekingsweresoontobecome

absolutemonarchswithamuchgreaterpoweroverthenoblesandthecommon

people.Thushistoriansgenerallyregardthegrowthoftheabsolutemonarchyastheorigin

ofthemodernstate.

Mostofthecharacteristicfeaturesofthemodernstateweremoreorlessinstitutedinthe

FranceofLouisXIVandothercontemporarymonarchiesinEurope.Asfortheeconomy,

thedeclineofthefeudalorderalsogaverisetotheearliestformsofCapitalism.Inmost

Europeannationsthroughthe1800s,theestablishedguildsystem wasdissolvedand

replacedbytheideaoffreetrade(i.e.aneconomicsystem inwhichgoodsandcapitalare

tradedinmarketsandprofitsdistributedtoowners).

AnintermediatesteponthewaytoearlyCapitalism was,formanynations,aneconomic

system calledMercantilism thathelpedabsolutistrulerstocentralizetheeconomy.

Mercantiletheoryclaimedthattheprosperityofanationwasdependentuponitssupplyof

capital,whichwasbestincreasedthroughapositivebalanceoftradewithothernations.

Therulinggovernmentshouldadvancethisgoalbyencouragingexportsanddiscouraging

imports,notablythroughtheuseoftariffsandsubsidies.Inreturn,thetaxespaidbythe

merchantswouldhelptofillthetreasuryandthusgivethemonarchsthefinancialpower



theywerelookingfor.Take,forexample,projectslikeVersailles:theamountspenton

LouisXIV’sroyalpalaceisestimatedat1.3billioneuros.

FeaturesofAbsoluteRule

Inordertoachieveeagerlyawaitedstabilityafterlongyearsofwar(seeabove),

absolutistsmadesurethatthekeyelementsofnationalgovernmentwouldbesolely

placedintothehandsofthemonarch:thearmedforces,taxcollection,andthejudicial

system.Thesewerepowersnormallyenjoyedbythelocalnobilityintheirterritories;bythe

nationaladministrationofthesefunctions,however,requiredtheformationofa

nationwidebureaucracywhoseofficialswereanswerabletothekingalone.

Consequently,thisnewtypeofbureaucracyhadtomakeastandagainstthemost

powerfulinstitutionalforcesopposedtotheking:thenobility,thechurch,legislativebodies

(parliaments),andregionswhichhadbeenautonomousuntilthen.Inordertocentralize

theadministrationofthestate,theabsoluterulerhadto–somewayorother–take

politicalauthorityoutofthehandsofthethenobleswhohadnodesirewhatevertogive

thatauthorityup!Onthewhole,Europeankingsweresuccessfulincrushinganykindof

aristocraticresistance,withtheexceptionoftheStuartsinEnglandwhoweredefeatedin

theircampaignforabsoluteruleandthePolishkingswhohadtoacceptanobles’

democracy.

Apartfrom theriseofprofessionalbureaucracies,absolutestatesfeaturedanational

legislation,anationaljurisdiction,alarge,standingmilitaryunderthedirectcontrolofthe

king,andanationaltaxcollectionmechanism inwhichtaxeswentstraighttothenational

government(i.e.theking’streasury)ratherthanpassingthroughthehandsofthelocal

nobility.

Absolutemonarchsspentexorbitantsumsonwarfareandextravagantbuildings,suchas

thePalaceofVersailles,forthemselvesandthenobility.Theyoftenrequiredthenoblesto

liveatcourtforsometime,whilestateofficialsruledtheirlandsintheirabsence.Behind

thiswastheideatoreducetheeffectivepowerofthenobilitybymakingthem become

reliantuponthemunificenceofthemonarch.

FoundationsofRoyalAbsolutism

Absolutemonarchiesoftengavebirthtoideologiesthateloquentlyjustifiedthepower

exercisedbytheabsolutistmonarch.Politicalandreligiousdoctrinesofroyalabsolutism

wereeitherbasedontheDivineRightofKingsoravariationoftheSocialContractTheory.

DivineRightofKings

TheDivineRightofKingsstatesthatamonarchissubjecttonoearthlyauthoritysincehe

derivestherighttoruledirectlyfrom God.Asaconsequence,heisnotsubjecttothewill

ofhispeople,theclergyorthenobility.TheDivineRightofKingsimpliesthatwhoever

mightattempttoremovethekingfrom hisofficeorrestricthispowersrunscontraryto



thewillofGodandthuscommitsheresy.

ThefirstauthortocomeforwardwiththistheorywasJeanBodin(1530–1596),aFrench

professoroflawandpoliticalphilosopher,whobaseditonhisinterpretationofRomanlaw.

Hedefinedsovereigntyas“theabsoluteandperpetualpower”andemphasizedthat“the

sovereignprince[…]isonlyaccountabletoGod”(SixBooksoftheCommonwealth,1576).

InEnglandthesametheorysurfacedunderthereignofKingJamesIofEngland(1603–

25).

DuringthereignofKingLouisXIVofFrance,thetheoryofdivinerightwasstrongly

promotedbytheFrenchbishopandtheologianJacquesBénigneBossuet(1627–1704).

CourtpreachertoLouisXIV,Bossuetwasastrongadvocateofpoliticalabsolutism.When

chosentobethetutoroftheDauphin,*oldestchildofLouisXIV,hewroteseveralworks

intendedasschoolbooks,oneofwhichwasPoliticsDerivedfrom theWordsofHoly

Scripture,publishedposthumouslyin1709.Bossuetstatesthat“Godestablisheskingsas

hisministers,andreignsthroughthem overthepeople”.

ThetheoryofdivinerightdisappearedinEnglandaftertheGloriousRevolutionof1688.

TheAmerican(1776)andFrench(1789)Revolutionsfurtherweakeneditsappeal,andby

theearlytwentiethcentury,itwasgivenupcompletely.

SocialContractTheory

Theideaofthesocialcontractisbasedonareciprocalagreement:thepeopletransfer

someoftheirrightstoagovernmentorrulerinordertoreceivesocialorderandpeace

throughtheruleoflaw.Thefirstmodernphilosophertoarticulatethiskindoftheorywas

ThomasHobbes(1588-1679).InhisbookLeviathan(1651),Hobbesarguesforasocial

contractandrulebyanabsolutemonarch.AccordingtoHobbes,lifewithoutastrong

centralgovernmentwouldleadtochaosandcivilwarsince,inthis“stateofnature”,each

personhasthenaturalrighttoeverything.Thuspeople’sliveswouldbe"solitary,poor,

nasty,brutish,andshort".Toescapefrom thestateofnature,peopleagreeonasocial

contractandthusestablishasociety.Allindividualsinthatsocietytransfertheirnatural

rightstothemonarchforthesakeofprotection.Butpeacecomesatastiffprice:any

abuseofpowerbybadrulershastobeaccepted.Thereisnorighttoresistandthe

processoftransferringone’srightstothekingisirreversible!

HistoricalExamplesofAbsolutism

ThemostprominentmonarchwhofullyembodiedabsolutistprincipleswasLouisXIV,

calledtheSunKing,whoruledFrancefrom 1643to1715.Hisallegedstatement,“L’état,c’

estmoi”(Thestate,itisme),getstotheheartofabsoluterulership,i.e.sovereigntyresting

inthehandofoneindividual.Althoughoftencriticizedforhisextravagance,hereigned

overFranceforalongperiod,andmanyhistoriansconsiderhim asuccessfulabsolute

monarch.Manycountriesandmonarchsturnedtohim asarolemodelforthemodern

government,whilesomecountries,suchasEngland,opposedthisrolemodel.

AnothercountrysubjecttoabsoluterulewasBrandenburg-Prussia.FrederickWilliam of



Hohenzollern(1640–1699),usedthechaosresultingfrom theThirtyYears’Warto

consolidatehisterritoriesinnorthernGermany,whileatthesametimeincreasinghis

poweroverhissubjects.Hisstateconsistedoftwosemiautonomousterritories,

BrandenburginthenorthandPrussiainthesoutheast.Inordertoachievepoliticalunity,

hebuiltalargestandingarmy(whichwouldeventuallybecomethelargestarmyinthe

Europeanworld),andheestablishedacentralizedtaxsystem.Onthewhole,hisactions

helpedtomouldthemilitaristicstreakoftheHohenzollern,therulingdynastyinPrussiaup

to1918.

EnlightenedAbsolutism

Enlightenedabsolutism isaform ofabsolutemonarchyinwhichrulerswereinfluencedby

theAgeofEnlightenment.Enlightenedmonarchstendedtoallowreligioustoleration,

freedom ofspeechandthepress,andtherighttoholdprivateproperty.Mostofthem

patronizedthearts,sciences,andeducation.Theirideasaboutroyalpowerwereoften

similartothoseofabsolutemonarchs,inasmuchastheybelievedthattheywereentitled

togovernbyrightofbirthandgenerallyrefusedtograntconstitutions.

Inparticular,theHolyRomanEmperor,JosephII(1765–1790),canbesaidtohavefully

embracedtheideasofEnlightenment.Inthetruespiritofthemovement,hestressedhis

ambitionstoimprovethelivesofhissubjectswhenhesaid:“Everythingforthepeople,

nothingbythepeople.”

Incontrast,EmpressCatherineII(theGreat,1762–96)ofRussiaentirelyrejectedthe

conceptoftheSocialContract.However,shetookupmanyideasoftheEnlightenment:

sheintroducedlawsfortheemancipationofpeasantsandwasagreatpatron*ofthearts

inImperialRussia.Shealsoincorporatedmanyideasofenlightenedphilosophers,

especiallyMontesquieu,inherNakaz,ablueprintforamodernlawcode.

FrederickII(theGreat,1740–1786)ofPrussiawastutoredintheideasofthe

Enlightenmentinhisyouth.ForyearshewasacorrespondentofVoltaire,withwhom the

kinghadanintimate,yetcomplicated,friendship.FrederickmodernizedPrussian

bureaucracyandcivilserviceandpromotedreligioustolerancethroughouthisrealm.

Absolutism Today

ThepopularityoftheideaofabsolutemonarchydeclinednoticeablyaftertheFrench

Revolution(1789),whichpromotedtheoriesofgovernmentbasedonthesovereigntyofthe

peopleratherthanofthemonarch.Asaresult,manyformerabsolutemonarchieshave

becomeconstitutionalmonarchies(orevenparliamentaryrepublics).Amongtheveryfew

nationsinwhichthemonarchstillclaimsfullpower(beingbothheadofstateand

government)areBrunei,Oman,Qatar,SaudiArabia,Swaziland,andVaticanCity.

ImportantQuestions

Q.1)WhatfactorsledtotheriseofAbsolutism.

Q.2)WriteashortnoteonthefeaturesofAbsolutism.



Q.3)DifferentiatebetweenAbsolutism andEnlightenedAbsolutism throughexamples.

Q.4)GiveadetailaccountOnAbsolutism.


