#11
Absolutism

Although I’m sure that each and every one of you remembers everything we discussed last year, I thought we’d start with a review of a concept we ended the year with last year – Absolutism.  This idea is essential to understanding everything that came afterwards, including our world today.  Can anyone tell us what absolutism is?  What does the word “absolute” mean?

In the 1500s and 1600s, several rulers in Asia and Europe tried to centralize their political power.  They claimed that they had a "divine right", or authority from G-d to rule. Divine right is the belief that the king has been chosen by G-d to rule the people of his or her country.  Leaders such as Philip II in Spain, Louis XIV in France, and Peter the Great in Russia, gained complete authority of their government and their subjects (their people).  The practice to gain absolute rule and authority is called absolutism. Absolutism is a political, social, and economic system that was established to give European monarchs total control over all aspects of society and life in their countries.  Certain writers/philosophers, such as Thomas Hobbes, wrote books to support this view that government has absolute control of the people.  England was one of the few countries that resisted absolutism.  Although they still had a monarch, after a civil war, England's Parliament enacted a Bill of Rights that limited the English monarch's power. 
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Thomas Hobbes

Thomas Hobbes, an Englishman, believed that people were, by nature, greedy and selfish.  He believed that life was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” He wrote in his book, The Leviathan, that “men in a state of nature, that is, a state without civil government, are in a war of all against all in which life is hardly worth living.”  What do you think he meant by this?  Since man could not be trusted, he believed that chaos or civil war could only be averted by having a strong central government, like an absolute monarchy.  In other words, the way out of this desperate state of nature is to make a social contract and establish a government to keep peace and order. Because of his view of how nasty life is without a powerful government figure to keep control, Hobbes believes in a very authoritarian vision for government.

What do you think?  Do you agree that people are naturally greedy and selfish?  Or do you believe people are naturally good?  Do you think there should be a strong person in control or do you think that people can control themselves?  Why?  What proof do you have of what you believe?  Turn to your neighbor and discuss for 2 minutes and then we’ll share out…
Absolutism in Europe and Asia

SPAIN:

In the 1500s, Spain became the most powerful nation in Europe.  This was partly due to the huge amounts of wealth they had gained from their American colonies.  Think back to last year – what colonies did Spain own?  Where were they located?  

Phillip II ruled Spain from 1556 to 1598.  Phillip expanded his own power as well as the influence of the Catholic Church and Spanish empire.  Phillip II wanted to rule every aspect of the government, and claimed that he had a divine right to rule (meaning that he was chosen by G-d to rule and that his authority comes directly from G-d).    Does anyone remember from last year what other societies that we studied last year believed in the concept of “divine right”?  However, after Phillip II, the power of Spain started to decline because they focused too heavily on their overseas investments and neglected business at home. 
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What do you notice about these pictures?  Why were these men painted this way?

FRANCE:

By the 1600s, France had replaced Spain as the most powerful European nation.  Absolute monarchs ruled France as well.  In 1589, Henry IV inherited the throne.  Henry IV laid the foundations for absolutism by increasing the power of monarchs and decreasing the power of French nobles.  His son, Louis XIII continued to strengthen the power of the monarchy when he took the throne.  When Louis XIII died in 1643, his 5-year-old son became king.  This 5 year old, Louis XIV, ruled France for 72 years!  Louis XIV ruled with absolute power and demanded complete loyalty from his subjects.  He famously said, “L’Etat, c’est moi” meaning “I Am The State.”  What do you think he meant by this?  Under his rule, France was a wealthy, powerful state with great cultural influence.  However, Louis' expensive lifestyle and wars left France in debt.  The French monarchy did not even survive a century after his death in 1715. 

RUSSIA:
Russia was also ruled by absolute monarchs during this time.  These rulers were called “Czars” or “Tsars” (pronounced “ZAR”).  Can anyone guess where the title of “Czar” came from?  One of the most famous Czars was Ivan IV, known as Ivan the Terrible (ruled 1547-1584). Can you guess how he got his name?  Ivan the Terrible ruled with absolute power and harsh violence.  He organized a personal police force that killed anyone suspected of disloyalty.  Then, from 1682 to 1725, Russia was ruled by Peter the Great.  Peter the great worked to bring all of Russia under his authority.  He reduced the power of the nobility, gained control of the Russian Orthodox Church, built the largest army in Europe, and expanded Russian territory.  Peter was a highly intelligent man who traveled around Europe, sometimes in disguise, to learn their new technologies and bring them to Russia.
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