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Chapter 1 

Age of Discovery 

The Age of Discovery, or the Age of Exploration, is an 

informal and loosely defined term for the early modern period 

approximately from the 15th century to the 18th century in 

European history, in which seafaring Europeans explored 

regions across the globe, most of which were already inhabited. 

More recently some scholars call it the Contact Period.  

The extensive overseas exploration, led by the Portuguese and 

the Spanish, emerged as a powerful factor in European culture, 

most notably the European encounter and colonization in the 

Americas. It also marks an increased adoption of colonialism 

as a government policy in several European states. Lands 

previously unknown to Europeans were for them discoveries, 

but most were already inhabited.  

European exploration outside the Mediterranean started with 

the maritime expeditions of Portugal to the Canary Islands in 

1336. Shortly after, the Portuguese discoveries of the Atlantic 

archipelagos of Madeira and Azores, claimed for the Portuguese 

crown in 1419 and 1427 respectively, then the coast of West 

Africa after 1434 until the establishment of the sea route to 

India in 1498 by Vasco da Gama. The Crown of Castile (Spain) 

sponsored the transatlantic voyages of Christopher Columbus 

to the Americas between 1492 and 1504, and the first 
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circumnavigation of the globe between 1519 and 1522 by the 

expedition of Ferdinand Magellan (completed by Juan 

Sebastián Elcano).  

These discoveries led to numerous naval expeditions across the 

Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific oceans, and land expeditions in 

the Americas, Asia, Africa, and Australia that continued into 

the late 19th century, followed by the exploration of the polar 

regions in the 20th century.  

European overseas exploration led to the rise of global trade 

and the European colonial empires, with the contact between 

the Old World (Europe, Asia, and Africa) and the New World 

(the Americas), as well as Australia, producing the Columbian 

exchange, a wide transfer of plants, animals, food, human 

populations (including slaves), communicable diseases and 

culture between the Eastern and WesternHemispheres. The Age 

of Discovery and later European exploration allowed the 

mapping of the world, resulting in a new worldview and distant 

civilizations coming into contact.  

At the same time, new diseases were propagated, decimating 

populations not previously in contact with the Old World, 

particularly concerning Native Americans. The era also saw the 

enslavement, exploitation, military conquest, and growing 

economic influence and spread of European culture and 

European technology by Europe and its colonies over native 

populations.  
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Concept 

The concept of discovery has been scrutinized, critically 

highlighting the history of the core term of this periodization. 

The term "age of discovery" has been in the historical literature 

and still commonly used. J. H. Parry argues that not only was 

the era one of European explorations to regions heretofore 

unknown to them, but that it also produced the expansion of 

geographical knowledge and empirical science. "It saw also the 

first major victories of empirical inquiry over authority, the 

beginnings of that close association of science, technology, and 

everyday work which is an essential characteristic of the 

modern western world."  

Anthony Pagden draws on the work of Edmundo O'Gorman for 

the statement that "For all Europeans, the events of October 

1492 constituted a 'discovery'. Something of which they had no 

prior knowledge had suddenly presented itself to their gaze." 

O'Gorman argues further that the physical and geographical 

encounter with new territories was less important than the 

Europeans’ effort to integrate this new knowledge into their 

worldview, what he calls "the invention of America". Pagden 

examines the origins of the terms "discovery" and "invention". 

In English, "discovery" and its forms in the romance languages 

derive from "disco-operio, meaning to uncover, to reveal, to 

expose to the gaze” with the implicit idea that what was 

revealed existed previously. Few Europeans during the period 
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of explorations used the term "invention" for the European 

encounters, with the notable exception of Martin 

Waldseemüller, whose map first used the term "America".  

A central legal concept of the Discovery Doctrine, expounded 

by the United States Supreme Court in 1823, draws on 

assertions of European powers' right to claim land during their 

explorations.  

The concept of "discovery" been used to enforce colonial 

claiming and the age of discovery, but has been also vocally 

challenged by indigenous peoples and researchers. Many 

indigenous peoples have fundamentally challenged the concept 

and colonial claiming of "discovery" over their lands and people 

as forced and negating indigenous presence.  

Alternatively, the term and concept of contact, as in first 

contact, has been used to shed a more nuanced and reciprocal 

light on the age of discovery and colonialism, using the 

alternative names of Age of Contact or Contact Period.  

Overview 

The Portuguese began systematically exploring the Atlantic 

coast of Africa in 1418, under the sponsorship of Infante Dom 

Henrique (Prince Henry). Under the direction of Henry the 

Navigator, the Portuguese developed a new, much lighter ship, 

the caravel, which could sail farther and faster, and, above all, 
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was highly maneuverable and could sail much nearer the wind, 

or into the wind. In 1488, Bartolomeu Dias reached the Indian 

Ocean by this route.  

In 1492, the Catholic Monarchs of Castile and Aragon funded 

Genoese mariner Christopher Columbus's plan to sail west to 

reach the Indies by crossing the Atlantic. Columbus 

encountered a continent uncharted by most Europeans (though 

it had begun to be explored and was temporarily colonized by 

the Norse starting some 500 years earlier). Later, it was called 

America after the explorer Amerigo Vespucci, who realized that 

it was a "new world". To prevent conflict between Portugal and 

Castile (the crown under which Columbus made the voyage), 

four papal bulls were issued to divide the world into two 

regions of exploration, where each kingdom had exclusive 

rights to claim newly discovered lands. These were modified by 

the Treaty of Tordesillas, ratified by Pope Julius II. 

In 1498, a Portuguese expedition commanded by Vasco da 

Gama reached India by sailing around Africa, opening up direct 

trade with Asia. While other exploratory fleets were sent from 

Portugal to northern North America, in the following years 

Portuguese India Armadas also extended this Eastern oceanic 

route, touching sometimes South America and by this way 

opening a circuit from the New World to Asia (starting in 1500, 

under the command of Pedro Álvares Cabral), and explored 

islands in the South Atlantic and Southern Indian Oceans. 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

6 

Soon, the Portuguese sailed further eastward, to the valuable 

Spice Islands in 1512, landing in China one year later. In 

1513, Spanish Vasco Núñez de Balboa crossed the Isthmus of 

Panama and reached the "other sea" from the New World. Thus, 

Europe first received news of the eastern and western Pacific 

within a one-year span around 1512. East and west exploration 

overlapped in 1522, when a Castilian (Spanish) expedition, led 

by Portuguese navigator Ferdinand Magellan and later by 

Spanish Basque navigator Juan Sebastián Elcano, sailing 

westward, completed the first circumnavigation of the world, 

while Spanish conquistadors explored the interior of the 

Americas, and later, some of the South Pacific islands.  

Since 1495, the French, the English and the Dutch entered the 

race of exploration after learning of these exploits, defying the 

Iberian monopoly on maritime trade by searching for new 

routes, first to the western coasts of North and South America, 

through the first English and French expeditions (starting with 

the first expedition of John Cabot in 1497 to the north, in the 

service of England, followed by the French expeditions to South 

America and later to North America), and into the Pacific 

Ocean around South America, but eventually by following the 

Portuguese around Africa into the Indian Ocean; discovering 

Australia in 1606, New Zealand in 1642, and Hawaii in 1778. 

Meanwhile, from the 1580s to the 1640s, Russians explored 

and conquered almost the whole of Siberia, and Alaska in the 

1730s.  
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Background 

Rise of European trade 

After the fall of Rome largely severed the connection between 

Europe and lands further east, Christian Europe was largely a 

backwater compared to Muslims, who quickly conquered and 

incorporated large territories in the Middle East and North 

Africa. The Christian crusades to retake the Holy Land from 

the Muslims was not a military success, but it did bring 

Europe into contact with the Middle East and the valuable 

goods manufactured or traded there. From the 12th and 15th 

centuries the European economy was transformed by the 

interconnecting of river and sea trade routes, leading Europe 

to create trading networks.  

Before the 12th century, a major obstacle to trade east of the 

Strait of Gibraltar, which divided the Mediterranean Sea from 

the Atlantic Ocean, was Muslim control of great swaths of 

territory, including the Iberian peninsula and the trade 

monopolies of Christian city-states on the Italian peninsula, 

especially Venice and Genoa. Economic growth of Iberia 

followed the Christian reconquest of Al-Andalus in what is now 

southern Spain and the Siege of Lisbon (1147 AD), in Portugal. 

The decline of Fatimid Caliphate naval strength that started 

before the First Crusade helped the maritime Italian states, 

mainly Venice, Genoa and Pisa, dominate trade in the eastern 
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Mediterranean, with merchants there becoming wealthy and 

politically influential. Further changing the mercantile 

situation in the Eastern Mediterranean was the waning of 

Christian Byzantine naval power following the death of 

Emperor Manuel I Komnenos in 1180, whose dynasty had made 

several notable treaties and concessions with Italian traders, 

permitting the use of Byzantine Christian ports. The Norman 

Conquest of England in the late 11th century allowed for 

peaceful trade on the North Sea. The Hanseatic League, a 

confederation of merchant guilds and their towns in northern 

Germany along the North Sea and Baltic Sea, was instrumental 

in commercial development of the region. In the 12th century 

the region of Flanders, Hainault and Brabant produced the 

finest quality textiles in northern Europe, which encouraged 

merchants from Genoa and Venice to sail there directly from 

the Mediterranean through the Strait of Gibraltar and up the 

Atlantic coast. Nicolòzzo Spinola made the first recorded direct 

voyage from Genoa to Flanders in 1277.  

Technology: ship design and the compass 

Technological advancements that were important to the Age of 

Exploration were the adoption of the magnetic compass and 

advances in ship design.  

The compass was an addition to the ancient method of 

navigation based on sightings of the sun and stars. The 

compass had been used for navigation in China by the 11th 
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century and was adopted by the Arab traders in the Indian 

Ocean. The compass spread to Europe by the late 12th or early 

13th century. Use of the compass for navigation in the Indian 

Ocean was first mentioned in 1232. The first mention of use of 

the compass in Europe was in 1180. The Europeans used a 

"dry" compass, with a needle on a pivot. The compass card was 

also a European invention.  

For seafaring, the Malay people independently invented junk 

sails, made from woven mats reinforced with bamboo, at least 

several hundred years before 1 BC. By the time of the Han 

dynasty (206 BC to 220 AD), the Chinese were using such 

sails, having learned it from Malay sailors visiting their 

Southern coast. Beside this type of sail, they also made 

balance lugsails (tanja sails). The invention of these types of 

sail made sailing around the western coast of Africa possible, 

because of their ability to sail against the wind. This type of 

sail also inspired the Arabs to their west and the Polynesians 

to their east to develop the lateen and crab claw sail, 

respectively.  

The Javanese built ocean going merchant ships called po since 

at least the 1st century AD. It was over 50 m in length and had 

a freeboard of 4–7 meters. The po was capable of carrying 700 

people together with more than 10,000 hú (斛) of cargo (250–

1000 tons according to various interpretations). They are built 

with multiple planks to resist storms, and had 4 sails plus a 
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bowsprit sail. The Javanese already reached Ghana by the 8th 

century. Ships grew in size, required smaller crews and were 

able to sail longer distances without stopping.  

This led to significant lower long-distance shipping costs by 

the 14th century. Cogs remained popular for trade because of 

their low cost. Galleys were also used in trade.  

Early geographical knowledge and maps 

The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, a document dating from 40 

to 60 AD, describes a newly discovered route through the Red 

Sea to India, with descriptions of the markets in towns around 

Red Sea, Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean, including along 

the eastern coast of Africa, which states "for beyond these 

places the unexplored ocean curves around toward the west, 

and running along by the regions to the south of Aethiopia and 

Libya and Africa, it mingles with the western sea (possible 

reference to the Atlantic Ocean)".  

European medieval knowledge about Asia beyond the reach of 

the Byzantine Empire was sourced in partial reports, often 

obscured by legends, dating back from the time of the 

conquests of Alexander the Great and his successors.  

Another source was the Radhanite Jewish trade networks of 

merchants established as go-betweens between Europe and the 

Muslim world during the time of the Crusader states.  
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In 1154, the Arab geographerMuhammad al-Idrisi created a 

description of the world and a world map, the Tabula 

Rogeriana, at the court of King Roger II of Sicily, but still 

Africa was only partially known to either Christians, Genoese 

and Venetians, or the Arab seamen, and its southern extent 

unknown. There were reports of great African Sahara, but the 

factual knowledge was limited for the Europeans to the 

Mediterranean coasts and little else since the Arab blockade of 

North Africa precluded exploration inland. Knowledge about 

the Atlantic African coast was fragmented and derived mainly 

from old Greek and Roman maps based on Carthaginian 

knowledge, including the time of Roman exploration of 

Mauritania. The Red Sea was barely known and only trade 

links with the Maritime republics, the Republic of Venice 

especially, fostered collection of accurate maritime knowledge.  

Indian Ocean trade routes were sailed by Arab traders. 

Between 1405 and 1421, the Yongle Emperor of Ming China 

sponsored a series of long range tributary missions under the 

command of Zheng He (Cheng Ho). The fleets visited Arabia, 

East Africa, India, Maritime Southeast Asia and Thailand. But 

the journeys, reported by Ma Huan, a Muslim voyager and 

translator, were halted abruptly after the emperor's death and 

were not followed up, as the Chinese Ming Dynasty retreated in 

the haijin, a policy of isolationism, having limited maritime 

trade.  
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By 1400 a Latin translation of Ptolemy's Geographia reached 

Italy coming from Constantinople. The rediscovery of Roman 

geographical knowledge was a revelation, both for mapmaking 

and worldview, although reinforcing the idea that the Indian 

Ocean was landlocked.  

Medieval European travel (1241–1438) 

A prelude to the Age of Discovery was a series of European 

expeditions crossing Eurasia by land in the late Middle Ages. 

The Mongols had threatened Europe, but Mongol states also 

unified much of Eurasia and, from 1206 on, the Pax Mongolica 

allowed safe trade routes and communication lines stretching 

from the Middle East to China. A series of Europeans took 

advantage of these to explore eastwards. Most were Italians, as 

trade between Europe and the Middle East was controlled 

mainly by the Maritime republics. The close Italian links to the 

Levant raised great curiosity and commercial interest in 

countries which lay further east.  

There are a few accounts of merchants from North Africa and 

the Mediterranean region who traded in the Indian Ocean in 

late medieval times.  

Christian embassies were sent as far as Karakorum during the 

Mongol invasions of the Levant, from which they gained a 

greater understanding of the world. The first of these travellers 

was Giovanni da Pian del Carpine, dispatched by Pope 
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Innocent IV to the Great Khan, who journeyed to Mongolia and 

back from 1241 to 1247. About the same time, Russian prince 

Yaroslav of Vladimir, and subsequently his sons Alexander 

Nevsky and Andrey II of Vladimir, travelled to the Mongolian 

capital. Though having strong political implications, their 

journeys left no detailed accounts. Other travellers followed, 

like French André de Longjumeau and Flemish William of 

Rubruck, who reached China through Central Asia. Marco Polo, 

a Venetian merchant, dictated an account of journeys 

throughout Asia from 1271 to 1295, describing being a guest 

at the Yuan Dynasty court of Kublai Khan in Travels, and it 

was read throughout Europe.  

The Muslim fleet guarding the Strait of Gibraltar was defeated 

by Genoa in 1291. In that year, the Genoese attempted their 

first Atlantic exploration attempt when merchant brothers 

Vadino and Ugolino Vivaldi sailed from Genoa with two galleys 

but disappeared off the Moroccan coast, feeding the fears of 

oceanic travel. From 1325 to 1354, a Moroccan scholar from 

Tangier, Ibn Battuta, journeyed through North Africa, the 

Sahara desert, West Africa, Southern Europe, Eastern Europe, 

the Horn of Africa, the Middle East and Asia, having reached 

China. After returning, he dictated an account of his journeys 

to a scholar he met in Granada, The Rihla ("The Journey"), the 

unheralded source on his adventures. Between 1357 and 1371 

a book of supposed travels compiled by John Mandeville 

acquired extraordinary popularity. Despite the unreliable and 
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often fantastical nature of its accounts it was used as a 

reference for the East, Egypt, and the Levant in general, 

asserting the old belief that Jerusalem was the centre of the 

world.  

Following the period of Timurid relations with Europe, in 1439 

Niccolò de' Conti published an account of his travels as a 

Muslim merchant to India and Southeast Asia and, later in 

1466–1472, Russian merchant Afanasy Nikitin of Tver travelled 

to India, which he described in his book A Journey Beyond the 

Three Seas.  

These overland journeys had little immediate effect. The 

Mongol Empire collapsed almost as quickly as it formed and 

soon the route to the east became more difficult and 

dangerous. The Black Death of the 14th century also blocked 

travel and trade. The rise of the Ottoman Empire further 

limited the possibilities of European overland trade.  

Chinese missions (1405–1433) 

The Chinese had wide connections through trade in Asia and 

had been sailing to Arabia, East Africa, and Egypt since the 

Tang Dynasty (AD 618–907). Between 1405 and 1421 the third 

Ming emperor Yongle sponsored a series of long range tributary 

missions in the Indian Ocean under the command of 

admiralZheng He (Cheng Ho). As important as they are, these 

voyages did not result in permanent links to overseas 
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territories because of isolationist policy changes in China 

ending the voyages and knowledge of them.  

A large fleet of new junk ships was prepared for these 

international diplomatic expeditions. The largest of these 

junks—that the Chinese termed bao chuan (treasure ships)—

may have measured 121 metres (400 feet) stem to stern, and 

thousands of sailors were involved. The first expedition 

departed in 1405. At least seven well-documented expeditions 

were launched, each bigger and more expensive than the last. 

The fleets visited Arabia, East Africa, India, Malay Archipelago 

and Thailand (at the time called Siam), exchanging goods along 

the way. They presented gifts of gold, silver, porcelain and silk; 

in return, received such novelties as ostriches, zebras, camels, 

ivory and giraffes. After the emperor's death, Zheng He led a 

final expedition departing from Nanking in 1431 and returning 

to Beijing in 1433. It is very likely that this last expedition 

reached as far as Madagascar. The travels were reported by Ma 

Huan, a Muslim voyager and translator who accompanied 

Zheng He on three of the seven expeditions, his account 

published as the Yingya Shenglan (Overall Survey of the 

Ocean's Shores) (1433).  

The voyages had a significant and lasting effect on the 

organization of a maritime network, utilizing and creating 

nodes and conduits in its wake, thereby restructuring 

international and cross-cultural relationships and exchanges. 
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It was especially impactful as no other polity had exerted naval 

dominance over all sectors of the Indian Ocean prior to these 

voyages. The Ming promoted alternative nodes as a strategy to 

establish control over the network. For instance, due to 

Chinese involvement, ports such as Malacca (in Southeast 

Asia), Cochin (on the Malabar Coast), and Malindi (on the 

Swahili Coast) had grown as key alternatives to other 

important and established ports. The appearance of the Ming 

treasure fleet generated and intensified competition among 

contending polities and rivals, each seeking an alliance with 

the Ming.  

The voyages also brought about the Western Ocean's regional 

integration and the increase in international circulation of 

people, ideas, and goods.  

It also provided a platform for cosmopolitan discourses, which 

took place in locations such as the ships of the Ming treasure 

fleet, the Ming capitals of Nanjing as well as Beijing, and the 

banquet receptions organized by the Ming court for foreign 

representatives. Diverse groups of people from across the 

maritime countries congregated, interacted, and traveled 

together as the Ming treasure fleet sailed from and to Ming 

China. For the first time in its history, the maritime region 

from China to Africa was under the dominance of a single 

imperial power and thereby allowed for the creation of a 

cosmopolitan space.  
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These long-distance journeys were not followed up, as the 

Chinese Ming dynasty retreated in the haijin, a policy of 

isolationism, having limited maritime trade. Travels were 

halted abruptly after the emperor's death, as the Chinese lost 

interest in what they termed barbarian lands, turning inward, 

and successor emperors felt the expeditions were harmful to 

the Chinese state; Hongxi Emperor ended further expeditions 

and Xuande Emperor suppressed much of the information 

about Zheng He's voyages.  

Atlantic Ocean (1419–1507) 

From the 8th century until the 15th century, the Republic of 

Venice and neighbouring maritime republics held the monopoly 

of European trade with the Middle East. The silk and spice 

trade, involving spices, incense, herbs, drugs and opium, made 

these Mediterranean city-states phenomenally rich. Spices 

were among the most expensive and demanded products of the 

Middle Ages, as they were used in medieval medicine, religious 

rituals, cosmetics, perfumery, as well as food additives and 

preservatives. They were all imported from Asia and Africa.  

Muslim traders—mainly descendants of Arab sailors from 

Yemen and Oman—dominated maritime routes throughout the 

Indian Ocean, tapping source regions in the Far East and 

shipping for trading emporiums in India, mainly Kozhikode, 

westward to Ormus in the Persian Gulf and Jeddah in the Red 
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Sea. From there, overland routes led to the Mediterranean 

coasts. Venetian merchants distributed the goods through 

Europe until the rise of the Ottoman Empire, that eventually 

led to the fall of Constantinople in 1453, barring Europeans 

from important combined-land-sea routes.  

Forced to reduce their activities in the Black Sea, and at war 

with Venice, the Genoese had turned to North African trade of 

wheat, olive oil (valued also as an energy source) and a search 

for silver and gold.  

Europeans had a constant deficit in silver and gold, as coin 

only went one way: out, spent on eastern trade that was now 

cut off. Several European mines were exhausted, the lack of 

bullion leading to the development of a complex banking 

system to manage the risks in trade (the very first state bank,  

Banco di San Giorgio, was founded in 1407 at Genoa). Sailing 

also into the ports of Bruges (Flanders) and England, Genoese 

communities were then established in Portugal, who profited 

from their enterprise and financial expertise.  

European sailing had been primarily close to land cabotage, 

guided by portolan charts. These charts specified proven ocean 

routes guided by coastal landmarks: sailors departed from a 

known point, followed a compass heading, and tried to identify 

their location by its landmarks. For the first oceanic 

exploration Western Europeans used the compass, as well as 
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progressive new advances in cartography and astronomy. Arab 

navigational tools like the astrolabe and quadrant were used 

for celestial navigation.  

Portuguese exploration 

In 1297 King Dinis of Portugal took personal interest in 

exports and in 1317 he made an agreement with Genoese 

merchant sailor Manuel Pessanha (Pessagno), appointing him 

first admiral of the Portuguese navy, with the goal of defending 

the country against Muslim pirate raids. Outbreaks of bubonic 

plague led to severe depopulation in the second half of the 

14th century: only the sea offered alternatives, with most 

population settling in fishing and trading coastal areas. 

Between 1325 and 1357 Afonso IV of Portugal encouraged 

maritime commerce and ordered the first explorations. The 

Canary Islands, already known to the Genoese, were claimed as 

officially discovered under patronage of the Portuguese but in 

1344 Castile disputed them, expanding their rivalry into the 

sea.  

To ensure their monopoly on trade, Europeans (beginning with 

the Portuguese) attempted to install a mediterranean system of 

trade which used military might and intimidation to divert 

trade through ports they controlled; there it could be taxed. In 

1415, Ceuta was conquered by the Portuguese aiming to 

control navigation of the African coast. Young prince Henry the 

Navigator was there and became aware of profit possibilities in 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

20 

the Trans-Saharan trade routes. For centuries slave and gold 

trade routes linking West Africa with the Mediterranean passed 

over the Western Sahara Desert, controlled by the Moors of 

North Africa.  

Henry wished to know how far Muslim territories in Africa 

extended, hoping to bypass them and trade directly with West 

Africa by sea, find allies in legendary Christian lands to the 

south like the long-lost Christian kingdom of Prester John and 

to probe whether it was possible to reach the Indies by sea, the 

source of the lucrative spice trade. He invested in sponsoring 

voyages down the coast of Mauritania, gathering a group of 

merchants, shipowners and stakeholders interested in new sea 

lanes. Soon the Atlantic islands of Madeira (1419) and the 

Azores (1427) were reached. In particular, they were discovered 

by voyages launched by the command of Prince Henry the 

Navigator. The expedition leader himself, who established 

settlements on the island of Madeira, was Portuguese explorer 

João Gonçalves Zarco.  

At the time, Europeans did not know what lay beyond Cape 

Non (Cape Chaunar) on the African coast, and whether it was 

possible to return once it was crossed. Nautical myths warned 

of oceanic monsters or an edge of the world, but Prince Henry's 

navigation challenged such beliefs: starting in 1421, 

systematic sailing overcame it, reaching the difficult Cape 

Bojador that in 1434 one of Prince Henry's captains, Gil Eanes, 
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finally passed. A major advance was the introduction of the 

caravel in the mid-15th century, a small ship able to sail 

windward more than any other in Europe at the time. Evolved 

from fishing ships designs, they were the first that could leave 

the coastal cabotage navigation and sail safely on the open 

Atlantic. For celestial navigation the Portuguese used the 

Ephemerides, which experienced a remarkable diffusion in the 

15th century.  

These were astronomical charts plotting the location of the 

stars over a distinct period of time. Published in 1496 by the 

Jewish astronomer, astrologer, and mathematician Abraham 

Zacuto, the AlmanachPerpetuum included some of these tables 

for the movements of stars. These tables revolutionized 

navigation, allowing the calculation of latitude. Exact 

longitude, however, remained elusive, and mariners struggled 

to determine it for centuries. Using the caravel, systematic 

exploration continued ever more southerly, advancing on 

average one degree a year. Senegal and Cape Verde Peninsula 

were reached in 1445 and in 1446, Álvaro Fernandes pushed 

on almost as far as present-day Sierra Leone.  

In 1453 the fall of Constantinople to the hands of the 

Ottomans was a blow to Christendom and the established 

business relations linking with the east. In 1455 Pope Nicholas 

V issued the bullRomanus Pontifex reinforcing the previous 

Dum Diversas (1452), granting all lands and seas discovered 
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beyond Cape Bojador to King Afonso V of Portugal and his 

successors, as well as trade and conquest against Muslims and 

pagans, initiating a mare clausum policy in the Atlantic. The 

king, who had been inquiring of Genoese experts about a 

seaway to India, commissioned the Fra Mauro world map, 

which arrived in Lisbon in 1459.  

In 1456 Diogo Gomes reached the Cape Verde archipelago. In 

the next decade several captains at the service of Prince 

Henry—including the Genoese Antonio da Noli and Venetian 

Alvise Cadamosto—discovered the remaining islands which 

were occupied during the 15th century. The Gulf of Guinea 

would be reached in the 1460s.  

Portuguese exploration after Prince Henry 

In 1460 Pedro de Sintra reached Sierra Leone. Prince Henry 

died in November that year after which, given the meagre 

revenues, exploration was granted to Lisbon merchant Fernão 

Gomes in 1469, who in exchange for the monopoly of trade in 

the Gulf of Guinea had to explore 100 miles (161 kilometres) 

each year for five years. With his sponsorship, explorers João 

de Santarém, Pedro Escobar, Lopo Gonçalves, Fernão do Pó, 

and Pedro de Sintra made it even beyond those goals. They 

reached the Southern Hemisphere and the islands of the Gulf 

of Guinea, including São Tomé and Príncipe and Elmina on the 

Gold Coast in 1471. (In the Southern Hemisphere, they used 

the Southern Cross as the reference for celestial navigation.) 
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There, in what came to be called the "Gold Coast" in what is 

today Ghana, a thriving alluvial gold trade was found among 

the natives and Arab and Berber traders.  

In 1478 (during the War of the Castilian Succession), near the 

coast at Elmina was fought a large battle between a Castilian 

armada of 35 caravels and a Portuguese fleet for hegemony of 

the Guinea trade (gold, slaves, ivory and melegueta pepper). 

The war ended with a Portuguese naval victory followed by the 

official recognition by the Catholic Monarchs of Portuguese 

sovereignty over most of the disputed West African territories 

embodied in the Treaty of Alcáçovas, 1479. This was the first 

colonial war among European powers.  

In 1481 the recently crowned João II decided to build São 

Jorge da Minafactory. In 1482 the Congo River was explored by 

Diogo Cão, who in 1486 continued to Cape Cross (modern 

Namibia).  

The next crucial breakthrough was in 1488, when Bartolomeu 

Dias rounded the southern tip of Africa, which he named "Cape 

of Storms" (Cabo das Tormentas), anchoring at Mossel Bay and 

then sailing east as far as the mouth of the Great Fish River, 

proving that the Indian Ocean was accessible from the Atlantic. 

Simultaneously Pêro da Covilhã, sent out travelling secretly 

overland, had reached Ethiopia having collected important 

information about the Red Sea and Quenia coast, suggesting 

that a sea route to the Indies would soon be forthcoming. Soon 
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the cape was renamed by King John II of Portugal the "Cape of 

Good Hope" (Cabo da Boa Esperança), because of the great 

optimism engendered by the possibility of a sea route to India, 

proving false the view that had existed since Ptolemy that the 

Indian Ocean was land-locked.  

Based on much later stories of the phantom island known as 

Bacalao and the carvings on Dighton Rock some have 

speculated that Portuguese explorer João Vaz Corte-Real 

discovered Newfoundland in 1473, but the sources cited are 

considered by mainstream historians to be unreliable and 

unconvincing.  

Spanish exploration: Columbus's landfall in the Americas 

Portugal's Iberian rival, Castile, had begun to establish its rule 

over the Canary Islands, located off the west African coast, in 

1402, but then became distracted by internal Iberian politics 

and the repelling of Islamic invasion attempts and raids 

through most of the 15th century. Only late in the century, 

following the unification of the crowns of Castile and Aragon 

did an emerging modern Spain become fully committed to the 

search for new trade routes overseas. The Crown of Aragon had 

been an important maritime potentate in the Mediterranean, 

controlling territories in eastern Spain, southwestern France, 

major islands like Sicily, Malta, and the Kingdom of Naples and 

Sardinia, with mainland possessions as far as Greece. In 1492 

the joint rulers conquered the Moorish kingdom of Granada, 
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which had been providing Castile with African goods through 

tribute, and decided to fund Christopher Columbus's 

expedition in the hope of bypassing Portugal's monopoly on 

west African sea routes, to reach "the Indies" (east and south 

Asia) by travelling west. Twice before, in 1485 and 1488, 

Columbus had presented the project to kingJohn II of Portugal, 

who rejected it.  

On the evening of 3 August 1492, Columbus departed from 

Palos de la Frontera with three ships; one larger carrack, 

Santa María, nicknamed Gallega (the Galician), and two smaller 

caravels, Pinta (the Painted ) and Santa Clara, nicknamed Niña. 

Columbus first sailed to the Canary Islands, where he 

restocked for what turned out to be a five-week voyage across 

the ocean, crossing a section of the Atlantic that became 

known as the Sargasso Sea.  

Land was sighted on 12 October 1492, and Columbus called 

the island (one of the islands now comprising The Bahamas – 

but which one is disputed) San Salvador, in what he thought to 

be the "East Indies". Columbus also explored the northeast 

coast of Cuba (landed on 28 October) and the northern coast of 

Hispaniola, by 5 December. He was received by the native 

caciqueGuacanagari, who gave him permission to leave some of 

his men behind.  

Columbus left 39 men and founded the settlement of La 

Navidad in what is now Haiti. Before returning to Spain, he 
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kidnapped some ten to twenty-five natives and took them back 

with him. Only seven or eight of the native 'Indians' arrived in 

Spain alive, but they made quite an impression on Seville.  

On the return, a storm forced him to dock in Lisbon, on 4 

March 1493. After a week in Portugal, he set sail for Spain and 

on 15 March 1493 arrived in Barcelona, where he reported to 

Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand. Word of his discovery of 

new lands rapidly spread throughout Europe.  

Columbus and other Spanish explorers were initially 

disappointed with their discoveries—unlike Africa or Asia, the 

Caribbean islanders had little to trade with the Castilian ships. 

The islands thus became the focus of colonization efforts. It 

was not until the continent itself was explored that Spain 

found the wealth it had sought.  

Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) 

Shortly after Columbus's return from what would later be 

called the "West Indies", a division of influence became 

necessary to avoid conflict between the Spanish and 

Portuguese. On 4 May 1493, two months after Columbus's 

arrival, the Catholic Monarchs received a bull (Inter caetera) 

from Pope Alexander VI stating that all lands west and south of 

a pole-to-pole line 100 leagues west and south of the Azores or 

the Cape Verde Islands should belong to Castile and, later, all 

mainlands and islands then belonging to India. It did not 
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mention Portugal, which could not claim newly discovered 

lands east of the line. King John II of Portugal was not pleased 

with the arrangement, feeling that it gave him far too little 

land—preventing him from reaching India, his main goal. He 

then negotiated directly with King Ferdinand and Queen 

Isabella of Spain to move the line west, and allowing him to 

claim newly discovered lands east of it.  

An agreement was reached in 1494, with the Treaty of 

Tordesillas that divided the world between the two powers. In 

this treaty the Portuguese received everything outside Europe 

east of a line that ran 370 leagues west of the Cape Verde 

islands (already Portuguese), and the islands discovered by 

Christopher Columbus on his first voyage (claimed for Castile), 

named in the treaty as Cipangu and Antilia (Cuba and 

Hispaniola). This gave them control over Africa, Asia and 

eastern South America (Brazil). The Spanish (Castile) received 

everything west of this line. At the time of negotiation, the 

treaty split the known world of Atlantic islands roughly in half, 

with the dividing line about halfway between Portuguese Cape 

Verde and the Spanish discoveries in the Caribbean.  

Pedro Álvares Cabral encountered in 1500 what is now known 

as the Brazilian coast, originally thought to be a large island. 

Since it was east of the dividing line, he claimed it for Portugal 

and this was respected by the Spanish. Portuguese ships sailed 

west into the Atlantic to get favourable winds for the journey to 
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India, and this is where Cabral was headed on his journey, in a 

corridor the treaty was negotiated to protect. Some suspect the 

Portuguese had secretly discovered Brazil earlier, and this is 

why they had the line moved eastward and how Cabral found 

it, but there is no reliable evidence of this. Others suspect 

Duarte Pacheco Pereira secretly discovered Brazil in 1498, but 

this is not considered credible by mainstream historians.  

Later the Spanish territory would prove to include huge areas 

of the continental mainland of North and South America, 

though Portuguese-controlled Brazil would expand across the 

line, and settlements by other European powers ignored the 

treaty.  

The Americas: The New World 

Very little of the divided area had actually been seen by 

Europeans, as it was only divided by a geographical definition 

rather than control on the ground. Columbus's first voyage in 

1492 spurred maritime exploration and, from 1497, a number 

of explorers headed west.  

North America 

That year John Cabot, also a commissioned Italian, got letters 

patent from King Henry VII of England. Sailing from Bristol, 

probably backed by the local Society of Merchant Venturers, 

Cabot crossed the Atlantic from a northerly latitude hoping the 
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voyage to the "West Indies" would be shorter and made a 

landfall somewhere in North America, possibly Newfoundland. 

In 1499 João Fernandes Lavrador was licensed by the King of 

Portugal and together with Pêro de Barcelos they first sighted 

Labrador, which was granted and named after him. After 

returning he possibly went to Bristol to sail in the name of 

England. Nearly at the same time, between 1499 and 1502 

brothers Gaspar and Miguel Corte Real explored and named 

the coasts of Greenland and also Newfoundland. Both 

explorations are noted in the 1502 Cantino planisphere.  

The "True Indies" and Brazil 

In 1497, newly crowned King Manuel I of Portugal sent an 

exploratory fleet eastwards, fulfilling his predecessor's project 

of finding a route to the Indies. In July 1499 news spread that 

the Portuguese had reached the "true indies", as a letter was 

dispatched by the Portuguese king to the Spanish Catholic 

Monarchs one day after the celebrated return of the fleet.  

The third expedition by Columbus in 1498 was the beginning of 

the first successful Castilian (Spanish) colonization in the West 

Indies, on the island of Hispaniola. Despite growing doubts, 

Columbus refused to accept that he had not reached the 

Indies. During the voyage he discovered the mouth of the 

Orinoco River on the north coast of South America (now 

Venezuela) and thought that the huge quantity of fresh water 
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coming from it could only be from a continental land mass, 

which he was certain was the Asian mainland.  

As shipping between Seville and the West Indies grew, 

knowledge of the Caribbean islands, Central America and the 

northern coast of South America grew. One of these Spanish 

fleets, that of Alonso de Ojeda and Amerigo Vespucci in 1499–

1500, reached land at the coast of what is now Guyana, when 

the two explorers seem to have separated in opposite 

directions. Vespucci sailed southward, discovering the mouth 

of the Amazon River in July 1499, and reaching 6°S, in 

present-day north east Brazil, before turning around.  

In the beginning of 1500 Vicente Yáñez Pinzon was blown off 

course by a storm and reached what is now the north east 

coast of Brazil on 26 January 1500, exploring as far south as 

the present-day state of Pernambuco. His fleet was the first to 

fully enter the Amazon River estuary which he named Río 

Santa María de la Mar Dulce (Saint Mary's River of the 

Freshwater Sea). However, the land was too far east for the 

Castilians to claim under the Treaty of Tordesillas, but the 

discovery created Castilian (Spanish) interest, with a second 

voyage by Pinzon in 1508 (an expedition that coasted the 

northern coast to the Central American coastal mainland, in 

search of a passage to the East) and a voyage in 1515–16 by a 

navigator of the 1508 expedition, Juan Díaz de Solís. The 

1515–16 expedition was spurred on by reports of Portuguese 
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exploration of the region (see below). It ended when de Solís 

and some of his crew disappeared when exploring a River Plate 

river in a boat, but what it found re-ignited Spanish interest, 

and colonization began in 1531.  

In April 1500, the second Portuguese India Armada, headed by 

Pedro Álvares Cabral, with a crew of expert captains, including 

Bartolomeu Dias and Nicolau Coelho, encountered the 

Brazilian coast as it swung westward in the Atlantic while 

performing a large "volta do mar" to avoid becalming in the 

Gulf of Guinea. On 21 April 1500 a mountain was seen and 

was named Monte Pascoal, and on 22 April Cabral landed on 

the coast.  

On 25 April the entire fleet sailed into the harbour they named 

Porto Seguro (Port Secure). Cabral perceived that the new land 

lay east of the line of Tordesillas, and sent an envoy to 

Portugal with the discovery in letters, including the letter of 

Pero Vaz de Caminha. Believing the land to be an island, he 

named it Ilha de Vera Cruz (Island of the True Cross). Some 

historians have suggested that the Portuguese may have 

encountered the South American bulge earlier while sailing the 

"volta do mar", hence the insistence of John II in moving the 

line west of Tordesillas in 1494—so his landing in Brazil may 

not have been an accident; although John's motivation may 

have simply been to increase the chance of claiming new lands 

in the Atlantic. From the east coast, the fleet then turned 
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eastward to resume the journey to the southern tip of Africa 

and India. Cabral was the first captain to touch four 

continents, leading the first expedition that connected and 

united Europe, Africa, the New World, and Asia.  

At the invitation of King Manuel I of Portugal, Amerigo 

Vespucci—a Florentine who had been working for a branch of 

the Medici Bank in Seville since 1491, fitting oceanic 

expeditions and travelling twice to The Guianas with Juan de 

la Cosa in the service of Spain—participated as observer in 

these exploratory voyages to the east coast of South America. 

The expeditions became widely known in Europe after two 

accounts attributed to him, published between 1502 and 1504, 

suggested that the newly discovered lands were not the Indies 

but a "New World", the Mundus novus; this is also the Latin 

title of a contemporary document based on Vespucci letters to 

Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de' Medici, which had become widely 

popular in Europe. It was soon understood that Columbus had 

not reached Asia but had found a new continent, the Americas. 

The Americas were named in 1507 by cartographersMartin 

Waldseemüller and Matthias Ringmann, probably after Amerigo 

Vespucci.  

In 1501–1502, one of these Portuguese expeditions, led by 

Gonçalo Coelho (and/or André Gonçalves or Gaspar de Lemos), 

sailed south along the coast of South America to the bay of 

present-day Rio de Janeiro. Amerigo Vespucci's account states 
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that the expedition reached the latitude "South Pole elevation 

52° S", in the "cold" latitudes of what is now southern 

Patagonia (possibly near the Strait), before turning back. 

Vespucci wrote that they headed toward the southwest and 

south, following "a long, unbending coastline" (apparently 

coincident with the southern South American coast). This 

seems controversial, since he changed part of his description 

in the subsequent letter, stating a shift, from about 32° S 

(Southern Brazil), to south-southeast, to open sea; 

maintaining, however, that they reached 50°/52° S (if it was by 

his own decision or by D. Manuel's censors who had to 

pressure him to alter his account, because he had revealed far 

too much to Lorenzo de' Medici and into the public domain, is 

unknown).  

In 1503, Binot Paulmier de Gonneville, challenging the 

Portuguese policy of mare clausum, led one of the earliest 

FrenchNormand and Breton expeditions to Brazil. He intended 

to sail to the East Indies, but near the Cape of Good Hope his 

ship was diverted to west by a storm, and landed in the 

present day state of Santa Catarina (southern Brazil), on 5 

January 1504.  

In 1511–1512, Portuguese captains João de Lisboa and Estevão 

de Fróis reached the River Plate estuary in present-day 

Uruguay and Argentina, and went as far south as the present-

day Gulf of San Matias at 42°S (recorded in the Newen Zeytung 
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auss Pressilandt meaning "New Tidings from the Land of 

Brazil"). The expedition reached a cape extending north to 

south which they called Cape of "Santa Maria" (Punta del Este, 

keeping the name the Cape nearby); and after 40°S they found 

a "Cape" or "a point or place extending into the sea", and a 

"Gulf" (in June and July).  

After they had navigated for nearly 300 km (186 mi) to round 

the cape, they again sighted the continent on the other side, 

and steered towards the northwest, but a storm prevented 

them from making any headway. Driven away by the 

Tramontane or north wind, they retraced their course. Also 

gives the first news of the White King and the "people of the 

mountains" to the interior (the Inca Empire), and a gift, an ax 

of silver, obtained from the Charrúa natives on their return 

("to the coast or side of Brazil"), and "to West" (along the coast 

and the River Plate estuary), and offered to King Manuel I. 

Christopher de Haro, a Flemish of Sephardic origin (one of the 

financiers of the expedition along with D. Nuno Manuel), who 

would serve the Spanish Crown after 1516, believed that the 

navigators had discovered a southern strait to west and Asia.  

In 1519, an expedition sent by the Spanish Crown to find a 

way to Asia was led by the experienced Portuguese navigator 

Ferdinand Magellan. The fleet explored the rivers and bays as 

it charted the South American coast until it found a way to the 

Pacific Ocean through the Strait of Magellan.  
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In 1524–1525, Aleixo Garcia, a Portuguese conquistador 

(possibly a veteran of the Solís expedition of 1516), led a 

private expedition of a few shipwrecked Castilian and 

Portuguese adventurers, that recruited about 2000 Guaraní 

Indians. They explored the territories of present-day southern 

Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia, using the native trail network, 

the Peabiru. They were also the first Europeans to cross the 

Chaco and reach the outer territories of the Inca Empire on the 

hills of the Andes, near Sucre.  

Indian Ocean (1497–1513) 

Vasco da Gama's route to India 

Protected from direct Spanish competition by the treaty of 

Tordesillas, Portuguese eastward exploration and colonization 

continued apace. Twice, in 1485 and 1488, Portugal officially 

rejected GenoeseChristopher Columbus's idea of reaching India 

by sailing westwards. King John II of Portugal's experts 

rejected it, for they held the opinion that Columbus's 

estimation of a travel distance of 2,400 miles (3,860 km) was 

low, and in part because Bartolomeu Dias departed in 1487 

trying the rounding of the southern tip of Africa. They believed 

that sailing east would require a far shorter journey. Dias's 

return from the Cape of Good Hope in 1488, and Pêro da 

Covilhã's travel to Ethiopia overland indicated that the 
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richness of the Indian Ocean was accessible from the Atlantic. 

A long-overdue expedition was prepared.  

Under new king Manuel I of Portugal, on July 1497 a small 

exploratory fleet of four ships and about 170 men left Lisbon 

under the command of Vasco da Gama. By December the fleet 

passed the Great Fish River—where Dias had turned back—and 

sailed into waters unknown to the Europeans. Sailing into the 

Indian Ocean, da Gama entered a maritime region that had 

three different and well-developed trade circuits. The one da 

Gama encountered connected Mogadishu on the east coast of 

Africa; Aden, at the tip of the Arabian peninsula; the Persian 

port of Hormuz; Cambay, in north eastern India; and Calicut, 

in southeastern India. On 20 May 1498, they arrived at 

Calicut. The efforts of Vasco da Gama to get favorable trading 

conditions were hampered by the low value of their goods, 

compared with the valuable goods traded there. Two years and 

two days after departure, Gama and a survivor crew of 55 men 

returned in glory to Portugal as the first ships to sail directly 

from Europe to India.  

In 1500, a second, larger fleet of thirteen ships and about 

1500 men were sent to India. Under command of Pedro Álvares 

Cabral, they made the first landfall on the Brazilian coast, 

giving Portugal its claim. Later, in the Indian Ocean, one of 

Cabral's ships reached Madagascar (1501), which was partly 

explored by Tristão da Cunha in 1507; Mauritius was 
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discovered in 1507, Socotra occupied in 1506. In the same year 

Lourenço de Almeida landed in Sri Lanka, the eastern island 

named "Taprobane" in remote accounts of Alexander the 

Great's and 4th-century BC Greek geographerMegasthenes. On 

the Asiatic mainland the first factories (trading-posts) were 

established at Kochi and Calicut (1501) and then Goa (1510).  

The "Spice Islands" and China 

The Portuguese continued sailing eastward from India, entering 

a second existing circuit of the Indian Ocean trade, from 

Calicut and Quillon in India, to southeast Asia, including 

Malacca, and Palembang. In 1511, Afonso de Albuquerque 

conquered Malacca for Portugal, then the center of Asian trade. 

East of Malacca, Albuquerque sent several diplomatic 

missions: Duarte Fernandes as the first European envoy to the 

Kingdom of Siam (modern Thailand).  

Learning the location of the so-called "spice islands", 

heretofore a secret from the Europeans, were the Maluku 

Islands, mainly the Banda, then the world's only source of 

nutmeg and cloves. Reaching these was the main purpose for 

the Portuguese voyages in the Indian Ocean. Albuquerque sent 

an expedition led by António de Abreu to Banda (via Java and 

the Lesser Sunda Islands), where they were the first Europeans 

to arrive in early 1512, after taking a route through which they 

also reached first the islands of Buru, Ambon and Seram. From 

Banda Abreu returned to Malacca, while his vice-captain 
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Francisco Serrão, after a separation forced by a shipwreck and 

heading north, reached once again Ambon and sank off 

Ternate, where he obtained a license to build a Portuguese 

fortress-factory: the Fort of São João Baptista de Ternate, 

which founded the Portuguese presence in the Malay 

Archipelago.  

In May 1513 Jorge Álvares, one of the Portuguese envoys, 

reached China. Although he was the first to land on Lintin 

Island in the Pearl River Delta, it was Rafael Perestrello—a 

cousin of the famed Christopher Columbus—who became the 

first European explorer to land on the southern coast of 

mainland China and trade in Guangzhou in 1516, commanding 

a Portuguese vessel with crew from a Malaccan junk that had 

sailed from Malacca. Fernão Pires de Andrade visited Canton in 

1517 and opened up trade with China. The Portuguese were 

defeated by the Chinese in 1521 at the Battle of Tunmen and 

in 1522 at the Battle of Xicaowan, during which the Chinese 

captured Portuguese breech-loading swivel guns and reverse 

engineered the technology, calling them "Folangji" 

佛郎機(Frankish) guns, since the Portuguese were called 

"Folangji" by the Chinese. After a few decades, hostilities 

between the Portuguese and Chinese ceased and in 1557 the 

Chinese allowed the Portuguese to occupy Macau.  

To enforce a trade monopoly, Muscat, and Hormuz in the 

Persian Gulf, were seized by Afonso de Albuquerque in 1507 
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and in 1515, respectively. He also entered into diplomatic 

relations with Persia. In 1513 while trying to conquer Aden, an 

expedition led by Albuquerque cruised the Red Sea inside the 

Bab al-Mandab, and sheltered at Kamaran island. In 1521, a 

force under António Correia conquered Bahrain, ushering in a 

period of almost eighty years of Portuguese rule of the Gulf 

archipelago. In the Red Sea, Massawa was the most northerly 

point frequented by the Portuguese until 1541, when a fleet 

under Estevão da Gama penetrated as far as Suez.  

Pacific Ocean (1513–1529) 

Balboa's expedition to the Pacific Ocean 

In 1513, about 40 miles (64 kilometres) south of Acandí, in 

present-day Colombia, Spanish Vasco Núñez de Balboa heard 

unexpected news of an "other sea" rich in gold, which he 

received with great interest. With few resources and using 

information given by caciques, he journeyed across the 

Isthmus of Panama with 190 Spaniards, a few native guides, 

and a pack of dogs.  

Using a small brigantine and ten native canoes, they sailed 

along the coast and made landfalls. On September 6, the 

expedition was reinforced with 1,000 men, fought several 

battles, entered a dense jungle, and climbed the mountain 

range along the Chucunaque River from where this "other sea" 
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could be seen. Balboa went ahead and, before noon September 

25, he saw on the horizon an undiscovered sea, becoming the 

first European to have seen or reached the Pacific from the 

New World. The expedition descended towards the shore for a 

short reconnaissance trip, thus becoming the first Europeans 

to navigate the Pacific Ocean off the coast of the New World. 

After travelling more than 110 km (68 mi), Balboa named the 

bay where they ended up San Miguel. He named the new sea 

Mar del Sur (South Sea) since they had traveled south to reach 

it. Balboa's main purpose in the expedition was the search for 

gold-rich kingdoms. To this end, he crossed through the lands 

of caciques to the islands, naming the largest one Isla Rica 

(Rich Island, today known as Isla del Rey). He named the entire 

group Archipiélago de las Perlas, which they still keep today.  

Subsequent developments to the east 

In 1515–1516, the Spanish fleet led by Juan Díaz de Solís 

sailed down the east coast of South America as far as Río de la 

Plata, which Solís named shortly before he died, while trying to 

find a passage to the "South Sea".  

First circumnavigation 

By 1516 several Portuguese navigators, conflicting with King 

Manuel I of Portugal, had gathered in Seville to serve the newly 

crowned Charles I of Spain. Among them were explorers Diogo 

and Duarte Barbosa, Estêvão Gomes, João Serrão and 
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Ferdinand Magellan, cartographers Jorge Reinel and Diogo 

Ribeiro, cosmographers Francisco and Ruy Faleiro and the 

Flemish merchant Christopher de Haro. Ferdinand Magellan—

who had sailed in India for Portugal up to 1513, when the 

Maluku Islands were reached, kept contact with Francisco 

Serrão living there—developed the theory that the islands were 

in the Tordesillas Spanish area, supported on studies by 

Faleiro brothers.  

Aware of the efforts of the Spanish to find a route to India by 

sailing west, Magellan presented his plan to Charles I of Spain. 

The king and Christopher de Haro financed Magellan's 

expedition. A fleet was put together, and Spanish navigators 

such as Juan Sebastián Elcano joined the enterprise. On 

August 10, 1519, they departed from Seville with a fleet of five 

ships—the flagshipTrinidad under Magellan's command, San 

Antonio, Concepcion, Santiago and Victoria, the first being a 

caravel, and all others rated as carracks or "naus"—with a 

crew of about 237 European men from several regions, with the 

goal of reaching the Maluku Islands by travelling west, trying 

to reclaim it under Spain's economic and political sphere.  

The fleet sailed further and further south, avoiding the 

Portuguese territories in Brazil, and became the first to reach 

Tierra del Fuego at the tip of the Americas. On October 21, 

starting in Cape Virgenes, they began an arduous trip through 

a 373-mile (600 km) long strait that Magellan named Estrecho 
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de Todos los Santos, the modern Strait of Magellan. On 

November 28, three ships entered the Pacific Ocean—then 

named Mar Pacífico because of its apparent stillness. The 

expedition managed to cross the Pacific. Magellan died in the 

battle of Mactan in the Philippines, leaving the Spaniard Juan 

Sebastián Elcano the task of completing the voyage, reaching 

the Spice Islands in 1521. On September 6, 1522 Victoria 

returned to Spain, thus completing the first circumnavigation 

of the globe. Of the men who set out on five ships, only 18 

completed the circumnavigation and managed to return to 

Spain in this single vessel led by Elcano. Seventeen others 

arrived later in Spain: twelve captured by the Portuguese in 

Cape Verde some weeks earlier, and between 1525 and 1527, 

and five survivors of the Trinidad. Antonio Pigafetta, a 

Venetian scholar and traveller who had asked to be on board 

and become a strict assistant of Magellan, kept an accurate 

journal that become the main source for much of what we 

know about this voyage.  

This round-the-world voyage gave Spain valuable knowledge of 

the world and its oceans which later helped in the exploration 

and settlement of the Philippines. Although this was not a 

realistic alternative to the Portuguese route around Africa (the 

Strait of Magellan was too far south, and the Pacific Ocean too 

vast to cover in a single trip from Spain) successive Spanish 

expeditions used this information to explore the Pacific Ocean 

and discovered routes that opened up trade between Acapulco, 
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New Spain (present-day Mexico) and Manila in the Philippines, 

Ferdinard Magellan was killed by a poisonous arrow during a 

skirmish.  

Westward and eastward exploration meet 

Soon after Magellan's expedition, the Portuguese rushed to 

seize the surviving crew and built a fort in Ternate. In 1525, 

Charles I of Spain sent another expedition westward to colonize 

the Maluku Islands, claiming that they were in his zone of the 

Treaty of Tordesillas. The fleet of seven ships and 450 men was 

led by García Jofre de Loaísa and included the most notable 

Spanish navigators: Juan Sebastián Elcano and Loaísa, who 

lost their lives then, and the young Andrés de Urdaneta.  

Near the Strait of Magellan one of the ships was pushed south 

by a storm, reaching 56° S, where they thought seeing "earth's 

end": so Cape Horn was crossed for the first time. The 

expedition reached the islands with great difficulty, docking at 

Tidore. The conflict with the Portuguese established in nearby 

Ternate was inevitable, starting nearly a decade of skirmishes.  

As there was not a set eastern limit to the Tordesillas line, 

both kingdoms organized meetings to resolve the issue. From 

1524 to 1529 Portuguese and Spanish experts met at Badajoz-

Elvas trying to find the exact location of the antimeridian of 

Tordesillas, which would divide the world into two equal 

hemispheres. Each crown appointed three astronomers and 
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cartographers, three pilots and three mathematicians. Lopo 

Homem, Portuguese cartographer and cosmographer was in the 

board, along with cartographer Diogo Ribeiro on the Spanish 

delegation. The board met several times, without reaching an 

agreement: the knowledge at that time was insufficient for an 

accurate calculation of longitude, and each group gave the 

islands to its sovereign. The issue was settled only in 1529, 

after a long negotiation, with the signing of Treaty of Zaragoza, 

that attributed the Maluku Islands to Portugal and the 

Philippines to Spain.  

Between 1525 and 1528 Portugal sent several expeditions 

around the Maluku Islands. Gomes de Sequeira and Diogo da 

Rocha were sent north by the governor of Ternate Jorge de 

Menezes, being the first Europeans to reach the Caroline 

Islands, which they named "Islands de Sequeira". In 1526, 

Jorge de Meneses docked on Biak and Waigeo islands, Papua 

New Guinea. Based on these explorations stands the theory of 

Portuguese discovery of Australia, one among several 

competing theories about the early discovery of Australia, 

supported by Australian historian Kenneth McIntyre, stating it 

was discovered by Cristóvão de Mendonça and Gomes de 

Sequeira.  

In 1527 Hernán Cortés fitted out a fleet to find new lands in 

the "South Sea" (Pacific Ocean), asking his cousin Álvaro de 

Saavedra Cerón to take charge. On October 31 of 1527 
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Saavedra sailed from New Spain, crossing the Pacific and 

touring the north of New Guinea, then named Isla de Oro. In 

October 1528 one of the vessels reached the Maluku Islands. 

In his attempt to return to New Spain he was diverted by the 

northeast trade winds, which threw him back, so he tried 

sailing back down, to the south. He returned to New Guinea 

and sailed northeast, where he sighted the Marshall Islands 

and the Admiralty Islands, but again was surprised by the 

winds, which brought him a third time to the Moluccas. This 

westbound return route was hard to find, but was eventually 

discovered by Andrés de Urdaneta in 1565.  

Inland Spanish expeditions (1519–

1532) 

Rumors of undiscovered islands northwest of Hispaniola had 

reached Spain by 1511 and kingFerdinand II of Aragon was 

interested in forestalling further exploration. While Portuguese 

were making huge gains in the Indian Ocean, the Spanish 

invested in exploring inland in search of gold and other 

valuable resources. The members of these expeditions, the 

"conquistadors", were not soldiers in an army, but more like 

soldiers of fortune; they came from a variety of backgrounds 

including artisans, merchants, clergy, lawyers, lesser nobility 

and a few freed slaves. They usually supplied their own 

equipment or were extended credit to purchase it in exchange 
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for a share in profits. They usually had no professional 

military training, but a number of them had previous 

experience on other expeditions.  

On the mainland of the Americas the Spanish encountered 

indigenous empires that were as large and populous as those 

in Europe. Relatively small expeditions of conquistadors, made 

alliances with Indigenous allies, which had grievances and 

against the main power of an empire. Once Spanish sovereignty 

was established, and a major source of wealth established, the 

Spanish crown focused on the replication of institutions of 

state and church in Spain, now in America. An early key 

element was the so-called "spiritual conquest" of indigenous 

through Christian evangelization. The initial economy of newly 

conquer with Spanish conquerors receiving tribute goods and 

forced labor of the indigenous in an arrangement called the 

encomienda. Once major sources of wealth were found in the 

form of vast deposits of silver, not only the colonial economies 

of Mexico and Peru were transformed, but so too was the 

European economy. The Spanish Empire was transformed into 

a great world power. Global trade networks were establish that 

included high value crops from the Americas, but with silver 

from Spanish America becoming the motor of the world 

economy.  

During this time, pandemics of European disease such as 

smallpox decimated the indigenous populations.  
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In 1512, to reward Juan Ponce de León for exploring Puerto 

Rico in 1508, king Ferdinand urged him to seek these new 

lands. He would become governor of discovered lands, but was 

to finance himself all exploration. With three ships and about 

200 men, Léon set out from Puerto Rico in March 1513. In 

April they sighted land and named it La Florida—because it 

was Easter (Florida) season—believing it was an island, 

becoming credited as the first European to land in the 

continent. The arrival location has been disputed between St. 

Augustine, Ponce de León Inlet and Melbourne Beach. They 

headed south for further exploration and on April 8 

encountered a current so strong that it pushed them 

backwards: this was the first encounter with the Gulf Stream 

that would soon become the primary route for eastbound ships 

leaving the Spanish Indies bound for Europe. They explored 

down the coast reaching Biscayne Bay, Dry Tortugas and then 

sailing southwest in an attempt to circle Cuba to return, 

reaching Grand Bahama on July.  

Cortés' Mexico and the Aztec Empire 

In 1517 Cuba's governor Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar 

commissioned a fleet under the command of Hernández de 

Córdoba to explore the Yucatán peninsula. They reached the 

coast where Mayans invited them to land. They were attacked 

at night and only a remnant of the crew returned. Velázquez 

then commissioned another expedition led by his nephew Juan 
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de Grijalva, who sailed south along the coast to Tabasco, part 

of the Aztec empire. In 1518 Velázquez gave the mayor of the 

capital of Cuba, Hernán Cortés, the command of an expedition 

to secure the interior of Mexico but, due to an old gripe 

between them, revoked the charter. In February 1519 Cortés 

went ahead anyway, in an act of open mutiny. With about 11 

ships, 500 men, 13 horses and a small number of cannons he 

landed in Yucatán, in Mayan territory, claiming the land for 

the Spanish crown. From Trinidad he proceeded to Tabasco 

and won a battle against the natives. Among the vanquished 

was Marina (La Malinche), his future mistress, who knew both 

(Aztec) Nahuatl language and Maya, becoming a valuable 

interpreter and counsellor. Cortés learned about the wealthy 

Aztec Empire through La Malinche,  

In July his men took over Veracruz and he placed himself 

under direct orders of new king Charles I of Spain. There 

Cortés asked for a meeting with Aztec Emperor Montezuma II, 

who repeatedly refused. They headed to Tenochtitlan and on 

the way made alliances with several tribes. In October, 

accompanied by about 3,000 Tlaxcaltec they marched to 

Cholula, the second largest city in central Mexico. Either to 

instill fear upon the Aztecs waiting for him or (as he later 

claimed) wishing to make an example when he feared native 

treachery, they massacred thousands of unarmed members of 

the nobility gathered at the central plaza and partially burned 

the city.  
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Arriving in Tenochtitlan with a large army, on November 8 they 

were peacefully received by Moctezuma II, who deliberately let 

Cortés enter the heart of the Aztec Empire, hoping to know 

them better to crush them later. The emperor gave them lavish 

gifts in gold which enticed them to plunder vast amounts. In 

his letters to King Charles, Cortés claimed to have learned 

then that he was considered by the Aztecs to be either an 

emissary of the feathered serpent god Quetzalcoatl or 

Quetzalcoatl himself – a belief contested by a few modern 

historians. But he soon learned that his men on the coast had 

been attacked, and decided to hostage Moctezuma in his 

palace, demanding a ransom as tribute to King Charles.  

Meanwhile, Velasquez sent another expedition, led by Pánfilo 

de Narváez, to oppose Cortès, arriving in Mexico in April 1520 

with 1,100 men. Cortés left 200 men in Tenochtitlan and took 

the rest to confront Narvaez, whom he overcame, convincing 

his men to join him. In Tenochtitlán one of Cortés's lieutenants 

committed a massacre in the Great Temple, triggering local 

rebellion. Cortés speedily returned, attempting the support of 

Moctezuma but the Aztec emperor was killed, possibly stoned 

by his subjects. The Spanish fled for the Tlaxcaltec during the 

Noche Triste, where they managed a narrow escape while their 

back guard was massacred. Much of the treasure looted was 

lost during this panicked escape. After a battle in Otumba they 

reached Tlaxcala, having lost 870 men. Having prevailed with 

the assistance of allies and reinforcements from Cuba, Cortés 
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besieged Tenochtitlán and captured its ruler Cuauhtémoc in 

August 1521. As the Aztec Empire ended he claimed the city 

for Spain, renaming it Mexico City.  

Pizarro's Peru and the Inca Empire 

A first attempt to explore western South America was 

undertaken in 1522 by Pascual de Andagoya. Native South 

Americans told him about a gold-rich territory on a river called 

Pirú. Having reached San Juan River (Colombia), Andagoya fell 

ill and returned to Panama, where he spread news about "Pirú" 

as the legendary El Dorado. These, along with the accounts of 

success of Hernán Cortés, caught the attention of Pizarro.  

Francisco Pizarro had accompanied Balboa in the crossing of 

the Isthmus of Panama. In 1524 he formed a partnership with 

priest Hernando de Luque and soldier Diego de Almagro to 

explore the south, agreeing to divide the profits. They dubbed 

the enterprise the "Empresa del Levante": Pizarro would 

command, Almagro would provide military and food supplies, 

and Luque would be in charge of finances and additional 

provisions.  

On 13 September 1524, the first of three expeditions left to 

conquer Peru with about 80 men and 40 horses. The expedition 

was a failure, reaching no farther than Colombia before 

succumbing to bad weather, hunger and skirmishes with 

hostile locals, where Almagro lost an eye. The place names 
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bestowed along their route, Puerto deseado (desired port), 

Puerto del hambre (port of hunger) and Puerto quemado (burned 

port), attest to the difficulties of their journey. Two years later 

they began a second expedition with reluctant permission from 

the Governor of Panama. In August 1526, they left with two 

ships, 160 men and several horses. Upon reaching San Juan 

River they separated, Pizarro staying to explore the swampy 

coasts and Almagro sent back for reinforcements. Pizarro's 

main pilot sailed south and, after crossing the equator, 

captured a raft from Tumbes. To his surprise, it carried 

textiles, ceramic and much-desired gold, silver, and emeralds, 

becoming the central focus of the expedition. Soon Almagro 

joined with reinforcements and they resumed. After a difficult 

voyage facing strong winds and currents, they reached 

Atacames where they found a large native population under 

Inca rule, but they did not land.  

Pizarro remained safe near the coast, while Almagro and Luque 

went back for reinforcements with proof of the rumoured gold. 

The new governor outright rejected a third expedition and 

ordered two ships to bring everyone back to Panama. Almagro 

and Luque grasped the opportunity to join Pizarro. When they 

arrived at the Isla de Gallo, Pizarro drew a line in the sand, 

saying: "There lies Peru with its riches; Here, Panama and its 

poverty. Choose, each man, what best becomes a brave 

Castilian." Thirteen men decided to stay and became known as 

The Famous Thirteen. They headed for La Isla Gorgona, where 
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they remained for seven months before the arrival of 

provisions. They decided to sail south and, by April 1528, 

reached the northwestern Peruvian Tumbes Region and were 

warmly received by local Tumpis. Two of Pizarro's men reported 

incredible riches, including gold and silver decorations around 

the chief's house. They saw for the first time a llama which 

Pizarro called "little camels". The natives named the Spanish 

"Children of the Sun" for their fair complexion and brilliant 

armours. They decided then to return to Panama to prepare a 

final expedition. Before leaving they sailed south through 

territories they named such as Cabo Blanco, port of Payta, 

Sechura, Punta de Aguja, Santa Cruz, and Trujillo, reaching 

the ninth degree south.  

In the spring of 1528 Pizarro sailed for Spain, where he had an 

interview with kingCharles I. The king heard of his expeditions 

in lands rich in gold and silver and promised to support him. 

The Capitulación de Toledo authorized Pizarro to proceed with 

the conquest of Peru. Pizarro was then able to convince many 

friends and relatives to join: his brothers Hernándo Pizarro, 

Juan Pizarro, Gonzalo Pizarro and also Francisco de Orellana, 

who would later explore the Amazon River, as well as his 

cousin Pedro Pizarro.  

Pizarro's third and final expedition left Panama for Peru on 27 

December 1530. With three ships and one hundred and eighty 

men they landed near Ecuador and sailed to Tumbes, finding 
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the place destroyed. They entered the interior and established 

the first Spanish settlement in Peru, San Miguel de Piura. One 

of the men returned with an Incan envoy and an invitation for 

a meeting. Since the last meeting, the Inca had begun a civil 

war and Atahualpa had been resting in northern Peru following 

the defeat of his brother Huáscar. After marching for two 

months, they approached Atahualpa. He refused the Spanish, 

however, saying he would "be no man's tributary."  

There were fewer than 200 Spanish to his 80,000 soldiers, but 

Pizarro attacked and won the Incan army in the Battle of 

Cajamarca, taking Atahualpa captive at the so-called ransom 

room. Despite fulfilling his promise of filling one room with 

gold and two with silver, he was convicted for killing his 

brother and plotting against Pizarro, and was executed.  

In 1533, Pizarro invaded Cuzco with indigenous troops and 

wrote to King Charles I: 

"This city is the greatest and the finest ever seen in this country 

or anywhere in the Indies... it is so beautiful and has such fine 

buildings that it would be remarkable even in Spain." After the 

Spanish had sealed the conquest of Peru, Jauja in fertile 

Mantaro Valley was established as Peru's provisional capital, 

but it was too far up in the mountains, and Pizarro founded 

the city of Lima on 18 January 1535, which Pizarro considered 

one of the most important acts in his life.  
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Major new trade routes (1542–1565) 

In 1543 three Portuguese traders accidentally became the first 

Westerners to reach and trade with Japan. According to Fernão 

Mendes Pinto, who claimed to be in this journey, they arrived 

at Tanegashima, where the locals were impressed by firearms 

that would be immediately made by the Japanese on a large 

scale.  

The Spanish conquest of the Philippines was ordered by Philip 

II of Spain, and Andrés de Urdaneta was the designated 

commander. Urdaneta agreed to accompany the expedition but 

refused to command and Miguel López de Legazpi was 

appointed instead. The expedition set sail on November 1564. 

After spending some time on the islands, Legazpi sent 

Urdaneta back to find a better return route. Urdaneta set sail 

from San Miguel on the island of Cebu on June 1, 1565, but 

was obliged to sail as far as 38 degrees North latitude to obtain 

favorable winds.  

He reasoned that the trade winds of the Pacific might move in a 

gyre as the Atlantic winds did. If in the Atlantic, ships made 

the Volta do mar to pick up winds that would bring them back 

from Madeira, then, he reasoned, by sailing far to the north 

before heading east, he would pick up trade winds to bring him 

back to North America. His hunch paid off, and he hit the 

coast near Cape Mendocino, California, then followed the coast 
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south. The ship reached the port of Acapulco, on October 8, 

1565, having travelled 12,000 miles (19,312 kilometres) in 130 

days. Fourteen of his crew died; only Urdaneta and Felipe de 

Salcedo, nephew of López de Legazpi, had strength enough to 

cast the anchors.  

Thus, a cross-Pacific Spanish route was established, between 

Mexico and the Philippines. For a long time these routes were 

used by the Manila galleons, thereby creating a trade link 

joining China, the Americas, and Europe via the combined 

trans-Pacific and trans-Atlantic routes.  

Northern European involvement 

(1595–17th century) 

European nations outside Iberia did not recognize the Treaty of 

Tordesillas between Portugal and Castile, nor did they 

recognize Pope Alexander VI's donation of the Spanish finds in 

the New World. France, the Netherlands and England each had 

a long maritime tradition and had been engaging in 

privateering. Despite Iberian protections, the new technologies 

and maps soon made their way north.  

After the failure of the marriage of Henry VIII of England and 

Catherine of Aragon failed to produce a male heir and Henry 

failed to obtain a papal dispensation to annul his marriage, he 

broke with the Roman Catholic Church and established himself 
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as head of the Church of England. This added religious conflict 

to political conflict. When much of The Netherlands became 

Protestant, it sought political and religious independence from 

Catholic Spain. In 1568 the Dutch rebelled against the rule of 

Philip II of Spain leading to the Eighty Years' War. War 

between England and Spain also broke out. In 1580 Philip II 

became King of Portugal, as heir to its Crown. Although he 

ruled Portugal and its empire as separate from the Spanish 

Empire, the union of the crowns produced a Catholic 

superpower, which England and the Netherlands challenged.  

In the eighty year Dutch war of independence, Philip's troops 

conquered the important trading cities of Bruges and Ghent. 

Antwerp, then the most important port in the world, fell in 

1585. The Protestant population was given two years to settle 

affairs before leaving the city. Many settled in Amsterdam. 

Those were mainly skilled craftsmen, rich merchants of the 

port cities and refugees that fled religious persecution, 

particularly Sephardi Jews from Portugal and Spain and, later, 

the Huguenots from France. The Pilgrim Fathers also spent 

time there before going to the New World. This mass 

immigration was an important driving force: a small port in 

1585, Amsterdam quickly transformed into one of the most 

important commercial centres in the world. After the defeat of 

the Spanish Armada in 1588 there was a huge expansion of 

maritime trade even though the defeat of the English Armada 

would confirm the naval supremacy of the Spanish navy over 
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the emergent competitors. The emergence of Dutch maritime 

power was swift and remarkable: for years Dutch sailors had 

participated in Portuguese voyages to the east, as able 

seafarers and keen mapmakers. In 1592, Cornelis de Houtman 

was sent by Dutch merchants to Lisbon, to gather as much 

information as he could about the Spice Islands.  

In 1595, merchant and explorer Jan Huyghen van Linschoten, 

having travelled widely in the Indian Ocean at the service of 

the Portuguese, published a travel report in Amsterdam, the 

"Reys-gheschrift vande navigatien der Portugaloysers in 

Orienten" ("Report of a journey through the navigations of the 

Portuguese in the East").  

This included vast directions on how to navigate between 

Portugal and the East Indies and to Japan. That same year 

Houtman followed this directions in the Dutch first exploratory 

travel that discovered a new sea route, sailing directly from 

Madagascar to Sunda Strait in Indonesia and signing a treaty 

with the Banten Sultan.  

Dutch and British interest, fed on new information, led to a 

movement of commercial expansion, and the foundation of 

English (1600), and Dutch (1602) chartered companies. Dutch, 

French, and English sent ships which flouted the Portuguese 

monopoly, concentrated mostly on the coastal areas, which 

proved unable to defend against such a vast and dispersed 

venture.  
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Exploring North America 

The 1497 English expedition authorized by Henry VII of 

England was led by Italian Venetian John Cabot (Giovanni 

Caboto); it was the first of a series of French and English 

missions exploring North America. Mariners from the Italian 

peninsula played an important role in early explorations, most 

especially Genoese mariner Christopher Columbus. With its 

major conquests of central Mexico and Peru and discoveries of 

silver, Spain put limited efforts into exploring the northern 

part of the Americas; its resources were concentrated in 

Central and South America where more wealth had been found. 

These other European expeditions were hoping to find an 

oceanic Northwest Passage to Asian trade. This was never 

discovered, but other possibilities were found, although 

nothing on the scale of the spectacular ones of the Spanish. In 

the early 17th century colonists from a number of Northern 

European states began to settle on the east coast of North 

America. In 1520–1521 the Portuguese João Álvares Fagundes, 

accompanied by couples of mainland Portugal and the Azores, 

explored Newfoundland and Nova Scotia (possibly reaching the 

Bay of Fundy on the Minas Basin), and established a fishing 

colony on the Cape Breton Island that would last until at least 

the 1570s or near the end of the century.  

In 1524, Italian Giovanni da Verrazzano sailed under the 

authority of Francis I of France, who was motivated by 
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indignation over the division of the world between Portuguese 

and Spanish. Verrazzano explored the Atlantic Coast of North 

America, from South Carolina to Newfoundland, and was the 

first recorded European to visit what would later become the 

Virginia Colony and the United States. In the same year 

Estevão Gomes, a Portuguese cartographer who had sailed in 

Ferdinand Magellan's fleet, explored Nova Scotia, sailing South 

through Maine, where he entered what is now New York 

Harbor, the Hudson River and eventually reached Florida in 

August 1525. As a result of his expedition, the 1529 Diogo 

Ribeiro world map outlines the East coast of North America 

almost perfectly. From 1534 to 1536, French explorer Jacques 

Cartier, believed to have accompanied Verrazzano to Nova 

Scotia and Brazil, was the first European to travel inland in 

North America, describing the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, which 

he named "The Country of Canadas", after Iroquois names, 

claiming what is now Canada for Francis I of France.  

Europeans explored the Pacific Coast beginning in the mid-

16th century. Spaniards Francisco de Ulloa explored the 

Pacific coast of present-day Mexico including the Gulf of 

California, proving that Baja California was a peninsula. 

Despite his report based on first hand information, the myth 

persisted in Europe that California was an island. His account 

provided the first recorded use of the name "California". João 

Rodrigues Cabrilho, a Portuguese navigator sailing for the 

Spanish Crown, was the first European to set foot in 
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California, landing on September 28, 1542 on the shores of 

San Diego Bay and claiming California for Spain. He also 

landed on San Miguel, one of the Channel Islands, and 

continued as far north as Point Reyes on the mainland. After 

his death the crew continued exploring as far north as Oregon.  

The English privateerFrancis Drake sailed along the coast in 

1579 north of Cabrillo's landing site while circumnavigating 

the world. Drake had a long and largely successful career 

attacking Spanish settlements in the Caribbean islands and 

the mainland, so that for the English, he was a great hero and 

fervent Protestant, but for the Spanish he was "a frightening 

monster."  

Drake played a major role in the defeat of the Spanish Armada 

in 1588, but led an armada himself to the Spanish Caribbean 

that was unsuccessful in dislodging the Spanish. On 5 June 

1579, the ship briefly made first landfall at South Cove, Cape 

Arago, just south of Coos Bay, Oregon, and then sailed south 

while searching for a suitable harbor to repair his damaged 

ship. On 17 June, Drake and his crew found a protected cove 

when they landed on the Pacific coast of what is now Northern 

California near Point Reyes. While ashore, he claimed the area 

for Queen Elizabeth I of England as Nova Albion or New Albion. 

To document and assert his claim, Drake posted an engraved 

plate of brass to claim sovereignty for Queen Elizabeth and her 

successors on the throne. Drake's landfalls on the west coast 
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of North America are one small part of his 1577-1580 

circumnavigation of the globe, the first captain of his own ship 

to do so. Drake died in 1596 off the coast of Panama, following 

injuries from a raid.  

Between 1609 and 1611, after several voyages on behalf of 

English merchants to explore a prospective Northeast Passage 

to India, English mariner Henry Hudson, under the auspices of 

the Dutch East India Company (VOC), explored the region 

around present-day New York City, while looking for a western 

route to Asia. He explored the Hudson River and laid the 

foundation for Dutch colonization of the region. Hudson's final 

expedition ranged farther north in search of the Northwest 

Passage, leading to his discovery of the Hudson Strait and 

Hudson Bay. After wintering in James Bay, Hudson tried to 

press on with his voyage in the spring of 1611, but his crew 

mutinied and they cast him adrift.  

Search for a northern route 

France, the Netherlands, and England were left without a sea 

route to Asia, either via Africa or South America. When it 

became apparent that there was no route through the heart of 

the Americas, attention turned to the possibility of a passage 

through northern waters. The desire to establish such a route 

motivated much of the European exploration of the Arctic 

coasts of both North America and Russia. In Russia the idea of 

a possible seaway connecting the Atlantic and the Pacific was 
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first put forward by the diplomat Gerasimov in 1525, although 

Russian settlers on the coast of the White Sea, the Pomors, 

had been exploring parts of the route as early as the 11th 

century.  

In 1553 English explorer Hugh Willoughby with chief pilot 

Richard Chancellor were sent out with three vessels in search 

of a passage by London's Company of Merchant Adventurers to 

New Lands. During the voyage across the Barents Sea, 

Willoughby thought he saw islands to the north, and islands 

called Willoughby's Land were shown on maps published by 

Plancius and Mercator into the 1640s. The vessels were 

separated by "terrible whirlwinds" in the Norwegian Sea and 

Willoughby sailed into a bay near the present border between 

Finland and Russia. His ships with the frozen crews, including 

Captain Willoughby and his journal, were found by Russian 

fishermen a year later. Richard Chancellor was able to drop 

anchor in the White Sea and make his way overland to Moscow 

and Ivan the Terrible's Court, opening trade with Russia and 

the Company of Merchant Adventurers became the Muscovy 

Company.  

In June 1576, English mariner Martin Frobisher led an 

expedition consisting of three ships and 35 men to search for a 

north-west passage around North America. The voyage was 

supported by the Muscovy Company, the same merchants that 

hired Hugh Willoughby to find a north-east passage above 
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Russia. Violent storms sank one ship and forced another to 

turn back but Frobisher and the remaining ship reached the 

coast of Labrador in July. A few days later they came upon the 

mouth of what is now Frobisher Bay. Frobisher believed it to 

be the entrance to a north-west passage and named it 

Frobisher's Strait and claimed Baffin Island for Queen 

Elizabeth. After some preliminary exploration, Frobisher 

returned to England. He commanded two subsequent voyages 

in 1577 and 1578, but failed to find the hoped-for passage. 

Frobisher brought to England his ships laden with ore, but it 

was found to be worthless and damaged his reputation as an 

explorer. He remains an important early historical figure in 

Canada.  

Barentsz' Arctic exploration 

5 June 1594, Dutch cartographerWillem Barentsz departed 

from Texel in a fleet of three ships to enter the Kara Sea, with 

the hopes of finding the Northeast Passage above Siberia. At 

Williams Island the crew encountered a polar bear for the first 

time. They managed to bring it on board, but the bear 

rampaged and was killed. Barentsz reached the west coast of 

Novaya Zemlya and followed it northward, before being forced 

to turn back in the face of large icebergs.  

The following year, Prince Maurice of Orange named him chief 

pilot of a new expedition of six ships, loaded with merchant 

wares that the Dutch hoped to trade with China. The party 
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came across Samoyed "wild men" but eventually turned back 

upon discovering the Kara Sea frozen. In 1596, the States-

General offered a high reward for anybody who successfully 

navigated the Northeast Passage. The Town Council of 

Amsterdam purchased and outfitted two small ships, captained 

by Jan Rijp and Jacob van Heemskerk, to search for the 

elusive channel, under the command of Barents. They set off 

on May, and on June discovered Bear Island and Spitsbergen, 

sighting its northwest coast. They saw a large bay, later called 

Raudfjorden and entered Magdalenefjorden, which they named 

Tusk Bay, sailing into the northern entrance of Forlandsundet, 

which they called Keerwyck, but were forced to turn back 

because of a shoal. On 28 June they rounded the northern 

point of Prins Karls Forland, which they named Vogelhoek, on 

account of the large number of birds, and sailed south, passing 

Isfjorden and Bellsund, which were labelled on Barentsz's 

chart as Grooten Inwyck and Inwyck.  

The ships once again reached Bear Island on 1 July, which led 

to a disagreement. They parted ways, with Barentsz continuing 

northeast, while Rijp headed north. Barentsz reached Novaya 

Zemlya and, to avoid becoming entrapped in ice, headed for the 

Vaigatch Strait but became stuck within the icebergs and floes. 

Stranded, the 16-man crew was forced to spend the winter on 

the ice. The crew used lumber from their ship to build a lodge 

they called Het Behouden Huys (The Kept House). Dealing with 

extreme cold, they used the merchant fabrics to make 
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additional blankets and clothing and caught Arctic foxes in 

primitive traps, as well as polar bears. When June arrived, and 

the ice had still not loosened its grip on the ship, scurvy-

ridden survivors took two small boats out into the sea. 

Barentsz died at sea on 20 June 1597, while studying charts. 

It took seven more weeks for the boats to reach Kola where 

they were rescued by a Russian merchant vessel. Only 12 

crewmen remained, reaching Amsterdam in November. Two of 

Barentsz' crewmembers later published their journals, Jan 

Huyghen van Linschoten, who had accompanied him on the 

first two voyages, and Gerrit de Veer who had acted as the 

ship's carpenter on the last.  

In 1608, Henry Hudson made a second attempt, trying to go 

across the top of Russia. He made it to Novaya Zemlya but was 

forced to turn back. Between 1609 and 1611, Hudson, after 

several voyages on behalf of English merchants to explore a 

prospective Northern Sea Route to India, explored the region 

around modern New York City while looking for a western route 

to Asia under the auspices of the Dutch East India Company 

(VOC).  

Dutch Australia and New Zealand 

Terra Australis Ignota (Latin, "the unknown land of the south") 

was a hypothetical continent appearing on European maps 

from the 15th to the 18th centuries, with roots in a notion 

introduced by Aristotle. It was depicted on the mid-16th-



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

66 

century Dieppe maps, where its coastline appeared just south 

of the islands of the East Indies; it was often elaborately 

charted, with a wealth of fictitious detail. The discoveries 

reduced the area where the continent could be found; however, 

many cartographers held to Aristotle's opinion, like Gerardus 

Mercator (1569) and Alexander Dalrymple even so late as 1767 

argued for its existence, with such arguments as that there 

should be a large landmass in the Southern Hemisphere as a 

counterweight to the known landmasses in the Northern 

Hemisphere. As new lands were discovered, they were often 

assumed to be parts of this hypothetical continent.  

Juan Fernandez, sailing from Chile in 1576, claimed he had 

discovered the Southern Continent. Luis Váez de Torres, a 

Galician navigator working for the Spanish Crown, proved the 

existence of a passage south of New Guinea, now known as 

Torres Strait. Pedro Fernandes de Queirós, a Portuguese 

navigator sailing for the Spanish Crown, saw a large island 

south of New Guinea in 1606, which he named La Australia del 

Espiritu Santo. He represented this to the King of Spain as the 

Terra Australis incognita. In fact, it was not Australia but an 

island in present-day Vanuatu.  

Dutch navigator and colonial governor, Willem Janszoon sailed 

from the Netherlands for the East Indies for the third time on 

December 18, 1603, as captain of the Duyfken (or Duijfken, 

meaning "Little Dove"), one of twelve ships of the great fleet of 
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Steven van der Hagen. Once in the Indies, Janszoon was sent 

to search for other outlets of trade, particularly in "the great 

land of Nova Guinea and other East and Southlands." On 

November 18, 1605, the Duyfken sailed from Bantam to the 

coast of western New Guinea.  

Janszoon then crossed the eastern end of the Arafura Sea, 

without seeing the Torres Strait, into the Gulf of Carpentaria. 

On February 26, 1606, he made landfall at the Pennefather 

River on the western shore of Cape York in Queensland, near 

the modern town of Weipa. This is the first recorded European 

landfall on the Australian continent. Janszoon proceeded to 

chart some 320 kilometres (199 miles) of the coastline, which 

he thought was a southerly extension of New Guinea. In 1615, 

Jacob le Maire and Willem Schouten's rounding of Cape Horn 

proved that Tierra del Fuego was a relatively small island.  

In 1642–1644 Abel Tasman, also a Dutch explorer and 

merchant in the service of the VOC, circumnavigated New 

Holland proving that Australia was not part of the mythical 

southern continent.  

He was the first known European expedition to reach the 

islands of Van Diemen's Land (now Tasmania) and New Zealand 

and to sight the Fiji islands, which he did in 1643. Tasman, 

his navigator Visscher, and his merchant Gilsemans also 

mapped substantial portions of Australia, New Zealand and the 

Pacific Islands.  
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Russian exploration of Siberia 

(1581–1660) 

In the mid-16th century the Tsardom of Russia conquered the 

Tatar khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan, thus annexing the 

entire Volga Region and opening the way to the Ural 

Mountains. The colonization of the new easternmost lands of 

Russia and further onslaught eastward was led by the rich 

merchants Stroganovs. Tsar Ivan IV granted vast estates near 

the Urals as well as tax privileges to Anikey Stroganov, who 

organized large scale migration to these lands. Stroganovs 

developed farming, hunting, saltworks, fishing, and ore mining 

on the Urals and established trade with Siberian tribes.  

Conquest of the Khanate of Sibir 

Around 1577, Semyon Stroganov and other sons of Anikey 

Stroganov hired a Cossack leader called Yermak to protect 

their lands from the attacks of Siberian KhanKuchum. By 1580 

Stroganovs and Yermak came up with the idea of a military 

expedition to Siberia, in order to fight Kuchum in his own 

land. In 1581 Yermak began his voyage into the depths of 

Siberia. After a few victories over the khan's army, Yermak's 

people defeated the main forces of Kuchum on Irtysh River in a 

3-day Battle of Chuvash Cape in 1582. The remains of the 

khan's army retreated to the steppes, and thus Yermak 
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captured the Siberia Khanate, including its capital Qashliq 

near modern Tobolsk. Kuchum still was strong and suddenly 

attacked Yermak in 1585 in the dead of night, killing most of 

his people. Yermak was wounded and tried to swim across the 

Wagay River (Irtysh's tributary), but drowned under the weight 

of his own chain mail. The Cossacks had to withdraw from 

Siberia completely, but thanks to Yermak's having explored all 

the main river routes in West Siberia, Russians successfully 

reclaimed all his conquests just several years later.  

Siberian river routes 

In the early 17th century the eastward movement of Russians 

was slowed by the internal problems in the country during the 

Time of Troubles. However, very soon the exploration and 

colonization of the huge territories of Siberia was resumed, led 

mostly by Cossacks hunting for valuable furs and ivory. While 

Cossacks came from the Southern Urals, another wave of 

Russians came by the Arctic Ocean. These were Pomors from 

the Russian North, who already had been making fur trade 

with Mangazeya in the north of the Western Siberia for quite a 

long time. In 1607 the settlement of Turukhansk was founded 

on the northern Yenisei River, near the mouth of Lower 

Tunguska, and in 1619 Yeniseyskyostrog was founded on the 

mid-Yenisei at the mouth of the Upper Tunguska.  

Between 1620 and 1624 a group of fur hunters led by Demid 

Pyanda left Turukhansk and explored some 1,430 miles (2,301 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

70 

kilometres) of the Lower Tunguska, wintering in the proximity 

of the Vilyuy and Lena rivers. According to later legendary 

accounts (folktales collected a century after the fact), Pyanda 

discovered the Lena River.  

He allegedly explored some 1,500 miles (2,414 kilometres) of 

its length, reaching as far as central Yakutia. He returned up 

the Lena until it became too rocky and shallow, and portaged 

to the Angara River. In this way,  

Pyanda may have become the first Russian to meet Yakuts and 

Buryats. He built new boats and explored some 870 miles 

(1,400 kilometres) of the Angara, finally reaching Yeniseysk 

and discovering that the Angara (a Buryat name) and Upper 

Tunguska (Verkhnyaya Tunguska, as initially known by 

Russians) are one and the same river.  

In 1627 Pyotr Beketov was appointed Yenisei voevoda in 

Siberia. He successfully carried out the voyage to collect taxes 

from Zabaykalye Buryats, becoming the first Russian to step in 

Buryatia. He founded the first Russian settlement there, 

Rybinsky ostrog. Beketov was sent to the Lena River in 1631, 

where in 1632 he founded Yakutsk and sent his Cossacks to 

explore the Aldan and farther down the Lena, to found new 

fortresses, and to collect taxes.  

Yakutsk soon turned into a major starting point for further 

Russian expeditions eastward, southward and northward. 
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Maksim Perfilyev, who earlier had been one of the founders of 

Yeniseysk, founded Bratsky ostrog on the Angara in 1631, and 

in 1638 he became the first Russian to step into Transbaikalia, 

travelling there from Yakutsk.  

In 1643 Kurbat Ivanov led a group of Cossacks from Yakutsk to 

the south of the Baikal Mountains and discovered Lake Baikal, 

visiting its Olkhon Island. Later Ivanov made the first chart 

and description of Baikal.  

Russians reach the Pacific 

In 1639 a group of explorers led by Ivan Moskvitin became the 

first Russians to reach the Pacific Ocean and to discover the 

Sea of Okhotsk, having built a winter camp on its shore at the 

Ulya River mouth. The Cossacks learned from the locals about 

the large Amur River far to the south. In 1640 they apparently 

sailed south, explored the south-eastern shores of the Okhotsk 

Sea, perhaps reaching the mouth of the Amur River and 

possibly discovering the Shantar Islands on their way back. 

Based on Moskvitin's account, Kurbat Ivanov drew the first 

Russian map of the Far East in 1642.  

In 1643, Vasily Poyarkov crossed the Stanovoy Range and 

reached the upper Zeya River in the country of the Daurs, who 

were paying tribute to the Manchu Chinese. After wintering, in 

1644 Poyarkov pushed down the Zeya and became the first 

Russian to reach the Amur River. He sailed down the Amur and 
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finally discovered the mouth of that great river from land. 

Since his Cossacks provoked the enmity of the locals behind, 

Poyarkov chose a different way back. They built boats and in 

1645 sailed along the Sea of Okhotsk coast to the Ulya River 

and spent the next winter in the huts that had been built by 

Ivan Moskvitin six years earlier. In 1646 they returned to 

Yakutsk.  

In 1644 Mikhail Stadukhin discovered the Kolyma River and 

founded Srednekolymsk. A merchant named Fedot Alekseyev 

Popov organized a further expedition eastward, and Semyon 

Dezhnyov became a captain of one of the kochi. In 1648 they 

sailed from Srednekolymsk down to the Arctic and after some 

time they rounded Cape Dezhnyov, thus becoming the first 

explorers to pass through the Bering Strait and to discover 

Chukotka and the Bering Sea.  

All their kochi and most of their men (including Popov himself) 

were lost in storms and clashes with the natives. A small group 

led by Dezhnyov reached the mouth of the Anadyr River and 

sailed up it in 1649, having built new boats from the wreckage. 

They founded Anadyrsk and were stranded there, until 

Stadukhin found them, coming from Kolyma by land.  

Subsequently, Stadukhin set off south in 1651 and discovered 

Penzhin Bay on the northern coast of the Okhotsk Sea. He also 

may have explored the western shores of Kamchatka.  
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In 1649–50 Yerofey Khabarov became the second Russian to 

explore the Amur River. Through Olyokma, Tungur and Shilka 

Rivers he reached Amur (Dauria), returned to Yakutsk and 

then back to Amur with a larger force in 1650–53. This time he 

was met with armed resistance. He built winter quarters at 

Albazin, then sailed down Amur and found Achansk, which 

preceded the present-day Khabarovsk, defeating or evading 

large armies of DaurianManchu Chinese and Koreans on his 

way. He charted the Amur in his Draft of the Amur river. 

Subsequently, Russians held on to the Amur Region until 

1689, when by the Treaty of Nerchinsk this land was assigned 

to Chinese Empire (it was returned, however, by the Treaty of 

Aigun in 1858).  

In 1659–65 Kurbat Ivanov was the next head of Anadyrsky 

ostrog after Semyon Dezhnyov. In 1660 he sailed from Anadyr 

Bay to Cape Dezhnyov. Atop his earlier pioneering charts, 

Ivanov is credited with creation of the early map of Chukotka 

and Bering Strait, which was the first to show on paper (very 

schematically) the yet undiscovered Wrangel Island, both 

Diomede Islands and Alaska, based on the data collected from 

the natives of Chukotka.  

So, by the mid-17th century, Russians established the borders 

of their country close to modern ones, and explored almost the 

whole of Siberia, except the eastern Kamchatka and some 

regions north of the Arctic Circle. The conquest of Kamchatka 
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later would be achieved in the early 1700s by Vladimir Atlasov, 

while the discovery of the Arctic coastline and Alaska would be 

completed by the Great Northern Expedition in 1733–1743.  

Global impact 

European overseas expansion led to the contact between the 

Old and New Worlds producing the Columbian Exchange, 

named after Columbus. It started the global silver trade from 

the 16th to 18th centuries and led to direct European 

involvement the Chinese porcelain trade. It involved the 

transfer of goods unique to one hemisphere to another. 

Europeans brought cattle, horses, and sheep to the New World, 

and from the New World Europeans received tobacco, potatoes 

and maize. Other items becoming important in global trade 

were the sugarcane and cotton crops of the Americas, and the 

gold and silver brought from the Americas not only to Europe 

but elsewhere in the Old World.  

The new trans-oceanic links and their contemporaneous 

influence by the European powers led to the Age of 

Imperialism, where European colonial powers came to control 

most of the planet. The European appetite for trade, 

commodities, empire and slaves greatly affected many other 

areas of the world. Spain participated in the destruction of 

aggressive empires in the Americas, only to substitute its own, 

and forcibly replaced the original religions. The pattern of 
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territorial aggression was repeated by other European empires, 

most notably the Dutch, Russian, French and British. From 

the perspective of many non-Europeans, the Age of Discovery 

marked the arrival of invaders from previously unknown 

continents. In some areas like North America, Australia, New 

Zealand and Argentina, the indigenous peoples were abused 

and driven off most of their lands, being reduced to small, 

dependent minorities.  

Similarly, in coastal Africa, local states supplied the appetite 

of European slave traders, changing the complexion of coastal 

African states and fundamentally altering the nature of African 

slavery, causing impacts on societies and economies deep 

inland. (See Atlantic slave trade).  

Aboriginal peoples were living in North America at this time 

and still do today. There were many conflicts between 

Europeans and Natives. The Europeans had many advantages 

over the natives. They gave them diseases that they had not 

been exposed to before and this wiped out 50–90% of their 

population. (See Population history of indigenous peoples of 

the Americas.)  

Maize and manioc were introduced into Africa in the 16th 

century by the Portuguese. They are now important staple 

foods, replacing native African crops. Alfred W. Crosby 

speculated that increased production of maize, manioc, and 

other New World crops led to heavier concentrations of 
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population in the areas from which slavers captured their 

victims. In the global silver trade from the 16th to 18th 

centuries, the Ming Dynasty was stimulated by trade with the 

Portuguese, Spanish, and Dutch. Although global, much of 

that silver ended up in the hands of the Chinese and China 

dominated silver imports. Between 1600 and 1800 China 

received 100 tons of silver on average per year.  

A large populace near the Lower Yangzte averaged a hundreds 

of taels of silver per household in the late 16th century. 

Altogether, more than 150,000 tons of silver were shipped from 

Potosí by the end of the 18th century. From 1500 to 1800, 

Mexico and Peru produced about 80% of the world's silver with 

more than 30% of it eventually ending up in China (largely 

because of European merchants who used it to purchase exotic 

Chinese commodities). In the late 16th and early 17th century, 

Japan was also exporting heavily into China and the foreign 

trade at large.  

Trade with European powers and the Japanese brought in 

massive amounts of silver, which then replaced copper and 

paper banknotes as the common medium of exchange in China. 

During the last decades of the Ming the flow of silver into 

China was greatly diminished, thereby undermining state 

revenues and indeed the entire Ming economy. This damage to 

the economy was compounded by the effects on agriculture of 

the incipient Little Ice Age, natural calamities, crop failure, 
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and sudden epidemics. The ensuing breakdown of authority 

and people's livelihoods allowed rebel leaders such as Li 

Zicheng to challenge Ming authority.  

New crops that had come to Asia from the Americas via the 

Spanish colonizers in the 16th century contributed to the 

Asia's population growth. Although the bulk of imports to 

China were silver, the Chinese also purchased New World crops 

from the Spanish Empire. This included sweet potatoes, maize, 

and peanuts, foods that could be cultivated in lands where 

traditional Chinese staple crops—wheat, millet, and rice—could 

not grow, hence facilitating a rise in the population of China. 

In the Song Dynasty (960–1279), rice had become the major 

staple crop of the poor; after sweet potatoes were introduced to 

China around 1560, it gradually became the traditional food of 

the lower classes.  

The arrival of the Portuguese to Japan in 1543 initiated the 

Nanban trade period, with the Japanese adopting several 

technologies and cultural practices, like the arquebus, 

European-style cuirasses, European ships, Christianity, 

decorative art, and language. After the Chinese had banned 

direct trade by Chinese merchants with Japan, the Portuguese 

filled this commercial vacuum as intermediaries between China 

and Japan. The Portuguese bought Chinese silk and sold it to 

the Japanese in return for Japanese-mined silver; since silver 

was more highly valued in China, the Portuguese could then 
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use Japanese silver to buy even larger stocks of Chinese silk. 

However, by 1573—after the Spanish established a trading 

base in Manila—the Portuguese intermediary trade was 

trumped by the prime source of incoming silver to China from 

the Spanish Americas. Although China acted as the cog 

running the wheel of global trade during the 16th to 18th 

centuries, Japan's huge contribution of silver exports to China 

were critical to the world economy and China's liquidity and 

success with the commodity.  

Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) was the first European 

allowed into the Forbidden City. He taught the Chinese how to 

construct and play the spinet, translated Chinese texts into 

Latin and vice versa, and worked closely with his Chinese 

associate Xu Guangqi (1562–1633) on mathematical work.  

Economic impact in Europe 

As a wider variety of global luxury commodities entered the 

European markets by sea, previous European markets for 

luxury goods stagnated. The Atlantic trade largely supplanted 

pre-existing Italian and German trading powers which had 

relied on their Baltic, Russian and Islamic trade links. The new 

commodities also caused social change, as sugar, spices, silks 

and chinawares entered the luxury markets of Europe.  

The European economic centre shifted from the Mediterranean 

to Western Europe. The city of Antwerp, part of the Duchy of 
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Brabant, became "the centre of the entire international 

economy", and the richest city in Europe at this time. Centred 

in Antwerp first and then in Amsterdam, "Dutch Golden Age" 

was tightly linked to the Age of Discovery. Francesco 

Guicciardini, a Venetian envoy, stated that hundreds of ships 

would pass Antwerp in a day, and 2,000 carts entered the city 

each week. Portuguese ships laden with pepper and cinnamon 

would unload their cargo.  

With many foreign merchants resident in the city and governed 

by an oligarchy of banker-aristocrats forbidden to engage in 

trade, the economy of Antwerp was foreigner-controlled, which 

made the city very international, with merchants and traders 

from Venice, Ragusa, Spain and Portugal and a policy of 

toleration, which attracted a large Orthodox Jewish 

community. The city experienced three booms during its golden 

age, the first based on the pepper market, a second launched 

by New World silver coming from Seville (ending with the 

bankruptcy of Spain in 1557), and a third boom, after the 

Treaty of Cateau-Cambresis, in 1559, based on the textiles 

industry.  

Despite initial hostilities, by 1549 the Portuguese were sending 

annual trade missions to Shangchuan Island in China. In 1557 

they managed to convince the Ming court to agree on a legal 

port treaty that would establish Macau as an official 

Portuguese trade colony. The Portuguese friar Gaspar da Cruz 
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(c. 1520 February 5, 1570) wrote the first complete book on 

China and the Ming Dynasty that was published in Europe; it 

included information on its geography, provinces, royalty, 

official class, bureaucracy, shipping, architecture, farming, 

craftsmanship, merchant affairs, clothing, religious and social 

customs, music and instruments, writing, education, and 

justice.  

From China the major exports were silk and porcelain, adapted 

to meet European tastes. The Chinese export porcelains were 

held in such great esteem in Europe that, in English, china 

became a commonly-used synonym for porcelain. Kraak 

porcelain (believed to be named after the Portuguese carracks 

in which it was transported) was among the first Chinese ware 

to arrive in Europe in mass quantities. Only the richest could 

afford these early imports, and Kraak often featured in Dutch 

still life paintings. Soon the Dutch East India Company 

established a lively trade with the East, having imported 6 

million porcelain items from China to Europe between the 

years 1602 to 1682. The Chinese workmanship impressed 

many. Between 1575 and 1587 Medici porcelain from Florence 

was the first successful attempt to imitate Chinese porcelain. 

Although Dutch potters did not immediately imitate Chinese 

porcelain, they began to do it when the supply to Europe was 

interrupted, after the death of Wanli Emperor in 1620. Kraak, 

mainly the blue and white porcelain, was imitated all over the 

world by potters in Arita, Japan and Persia—where Dutch 
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merchants turned when the fall of the Ming Dynasty rendered 

Chinese originals unavailable—and ultimately in Delftware. 

Dutch and later English Delftware inspired by Chinese designs 

persisted from about 1630 to the mid-18th century alongside 

European patterns.  

Antonio de Morga (1559–1636), a Spanish official in Manila, 

listed an extensive inventory of goods that were traded by Ming 

China at the turn of the 16th to 17th century, noting there 

were "rarities which, did I refer to them all, I would never 

finish, nor have sufficient paper for it". After noting the variety 

of silk goods traded to Europeans, Ebrey writes of the 

considerable size of commercial transactions: In one case a 

galleon to the Spanish territories in the New World carried over 

50,000 pairs of silk stockings. In return China imported mostly 

silver from Peruvian and Mexican mines, transported via 

Manila. Chinese merchants were active in these trading 

ventures, and many emigrated to such places as the 

Philippines and Borneo to take advantage of the new 

commercial opportunities.  

The increase in gold and silver experienced by Spain coincided 

with a major inflationary cycle both within Spain and Europe, 

known as the price revolution. Spain had amassed large 

quantities of gold and silver from the New World. In the 1540s 

large scale extraction of silver from Mexico's Guanajuato 

began. With the opening of the silver mines in Zacatecas and 
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Bolivia's Potosí in 1546 large shipments of silver became the 

fabled source of wealth. During the 16th century, Spain held 

the equivalent of US$1.5 trillion (1990 terms) in gold and silver 

from New Spain. Being the most powerful European monarch at 

a time full of war and religious conflicts, the Habsburg rulers 

spent the wealth in wars and arts across Europe. "I learnt a 

proverb here", said a French traveller in 1603: "Everything is 

dear in Spain except silver". The spent silver, suddenly spread 

throughout a previously cash-starved Europe, caused 

widespread inflation. The inflation was worsened by a growing 

population with a static production level, low salaries and a 

rising cost of living, which damaged local industry. 

Increasingly, Spain became dependent on the revenues flowing 

in from the mercantile empire in the Americas, leading to 

Spain's first bankruptcy in 1557 due to rising military costs. 

Phillip II of Spain defaulted on debt payments in 1557, 1560, 

1575 and 1596. The increase in prices as a result of currency 

circulation fuelled the growth of the commercial middle class 

in Europe, the bourgeoisie, which came to influence the politics 

and culture of many countries. One effect of the inflation, 

particularly in Great Britain, was that tenant farmers who held 

long-term leases from lords saw real decreases in rent. Some 

lords opted to sell their leased land, giving rise to small land-

owing farmers such as yeoman and gentlemen farmers.  

  



Chapter 2 

Colonial Empire 

A colonial empire is a collective of territories (often called 

colonies), either contiguous with the imperial center or located 

overseas, settled by the population of a certain state and 

governed by that state.  

Before the expansion of early modern European powers, other 

empires had conquered and colonized territories, such as the 

Romans in Iberia, or the Chinese in what is now southern 

China. Modern colonial empires first emerged with a race of 

exploration between the then most advanced European 

maritime powers, Portugal and Spain, during the 15th century. 

The initial impulse behind these dispersed maritime empires 

and those that followed was trade, driven by the new ideas and 

the capitalism that grew out of the European Renaissance. 

Agreements were also made to divide the world up between 

them in 1479, 1493, and 1494. European imperialism was born 

out of competition between European Christians and Ottoman 

Muslims, the latter of which rose up quickly in the 14th 

century and forced the Spanish and Portuguese to seek new 

trade routes to India, and to a lesser extent, China.  

Although colonies existed in classical antiquity, especially 

amongst the Phoenicians and the Ancient Greeks who settled 

many islands and coasts of the Mediterranean Sea, these 
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colonies were politically independent from the city-states they 

originated from, and thus did not constitute a colonial empire. 

This paradigm shifted by the time of the Ptolemaic Empire, the 

Seleucid Empire, and the Roman Empire.  

European colonial empires 

Portugal began establishing the first global trade network and 

one of the first colonial empires under the leadership of Henry 

the Navigator. The empire spread throughout a vast number of 

territories distributed across the globe (especially at one time 

in the 16th century) that are now parts of 60 different 

sovereign states. Portugal would eventually control Brazil, 

territories such as what is now Uruguay and some fishing 

ports in north, in the Americas; Angola, Mozambique, 

Portuguese Guinea, and São Tomé and Príncipe (among other 

territories and bases) in the North and the SubsaharanAfrica; 

cities, forts or territories in all the Asian Subcontinents, as 

Muscat, Ormus and Bahrain (amongst other bases) in the 

Persian Gulf; Goa, Bombay and Daman and Diu (amongst other 

coastal cities) in India; Portuguese Ceylon; Malacca, bases in 

Southeast Asia and Oceania, as Makassar, Solor, Banda, 

Ambon and others in the Moluccas, Portuguese Timor; and the 

granted entrepôt-base of Macau and the entrepôt-enclave of 

Dejima (Nagasaki) in East Asia, amongst other smaller or 

short-lived possessions.  
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During its Siglo de Oro, the Spanish Empire had possession of 

Mexico, South America, the Philippines, all of southern Italy, a 

stretch of territories from the Duchy of Milan to the 

Netherlands, Luxembourg, and Belgium, parts of Burgundy, 

and many colonial settlements in the Americas, Africa, and 

Asia. Possessions in Europe, Africa, the Atlantic Ocean, the 

Americas, the Pacific Ocean, and East Asia qualified the 

Spanish Empire as attaining a global presence. From 1580 to 

1640 the Portuguese Empire and the Spanish Empire were 

conjoined in a personal union of its Habsburg monarchs during 

the period of the Iberian Union, but beneath the highest level of 

government, their separate administrations were maintained.  

Subsequent colonial empires included the French, English, 

Dutch and Japanese empires. By the mid-17th century, the 

Tsardom of Russia, continued later as the Russian Empire and 

the Soviet Union, became the largest contiguous state in the 

world, and the modern Russian Federation continues to be so 

to this day. Russia today has nine time zones, stretching 

across about half of the world's longitude.  

The British Empire, consolidated during the period of British 

maritime hegemony in the 19th century, became the largest 

empire in history by virtue of the improved transportation 

technologies of the time. At its height, the British Empire 

covered a quarter of the Earth's land area and comprised a 
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quarter of its population. During the New Imperialism

and Germany also built their colonial empires in Africa

It is worth noting that, from the 16th to 19th century, there 

-European empires, most notably the 

of China, which conquered a huge area of East and 

Inner Asia, and the states of the Age of the Islamic 

, Mughal India, the Ottoman Empire in Asia Minor 

and Southwest Europe, and Safavid Iran. The British replaced 

the Mughals in India, and after the Boxer Rebellion

made concessions to the Eight-Nation Alliance

Great Powers of the time). By the end of the 20th 

century most of the previous colonial empires had been 

, though the modern nation-states of Russia and 

China inherited much of the territory of the Romanov and Qing 

empires, respectively.  

Belgian Empire (1843–1962)  

Ostend Company: Covelong and Ichapore

1731). 

Santo Tomás de Castilla, Guatemala (1843

Congo Free State (1885–1908) and Belgian Congo

1960) 

Urundi (1922–1962) 

Concession of Tientsin (1902–1931)

British Empire (1707–1997/present)  

Evolution of the British Empire 

New Imperialism, Italy 

colonial empires in Africa.  

It is worth noting that, from the 16th to 19th century, there 

es, most notably the Qing 

of China, which conquered a huge area of East and 

Age of the Islamic 

in Asia Minor 

and Southwest Europe, and Safavid Iran. The British replaced 

Boxer Rebellion in 1901, 

Nation Alliance 

of the time). By the end of the 20th 

century most of the previous colonial empires had been 

states of Russia and 

China inherited much of the territory of the Romanov and Qing 

Ichapore, Bengal 

(1843-1854). 

Belgian Congo 

1931) 
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• Possessions in Europe  

• British Cyprus 

• British Malta 

• British Ireland 

• Possessions in Africa  

• British Somaliland (1884–1960) 

• British Egypt (1914–1936) 

• Anglo-Egyptian Sudan (1899–1956) 

• East Africa Protectorate (1895–1920) 

• Kenya Colony (1920–1963) 

• Uganda Protectorate (1894–1962) 

• Tanganyika (territory) (1922–1961) 

• Protectorate of Nyasaland (1893–1964) 

• Protectorate of Northern Rhodesia (1924–1964) 

• Colony of Southern Rhodesia (1923–1965), (1979–

1980) 

• Bechuanaland Protectorate (1885-1966) 

• British Nigeria (1914–1954) 

• British Gold Coast (1867–1957) 

• British Sierra Leone (1808–1961) 

• British Gambia (1821–1965) 

• Possessions in the Americas 

• Thirteen Colonies 

• British West Indies 

• Bahamas 

• Barbados 

• Bermuda 

• British Leeward Islands (1671–1816),(1833–1958) 

• British Windward Islands (1833–1960) 

• Cayman Islands 

• Colony of Jamaica (1655–1962) 

• Trinidad and Tobago 
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• Turks and Caicos Islands 

• British Honduras (1862–1981) 

• British Guiana (1814–1966) 

• Possessions in the Indian subcontinent  

• East India Company (1757-1858) and British Raj 

(1858-1947) 

• Possessions in China  

• British Hong Kong (1841–1997) 

• British Weihaiwei (1898–1930)British Concession in 

Tienstin (1860–1943) 

• Possessions in the Middle East  

• Trucial States (1820–1971) 

• British Bahrain 

• British Qatar (1916–1971) 

• British Iraq (1920–1932) 

• Emirate of Transjordan (1921–1946) 

• Mandatory Palestine (1920–1948) 

• Sheikhdom of Kuwait (1899–1961) 

• Aden Protectorate (1872–1963) 

• Possessions in Southeast Asia  

• British Bencoolen 

• British Malaya 

• British Borneo 

• Dominions of the United Kingdom  

• Canada 

• Dominion of Newfoundland 

• Territories and mandates under Australian 

administration (1901–present)  

The Australia dominion, itself a colony that gradually increased its 

independence in 1901, 1942 and 1986, was tasked with the government 
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of multiple other British colonies and territories and the mandates of New 

Guinea and Nauru 

• Realm of New Zealand (1907–present)  

The New Zealand dominion, itself a colony that gradually increased its 

independence in 1907, 1947 and 1986, was tasked with the government 

of multiple other British colonies and territories and the mandate of 

Samoa. It was also nominal co-trustee of the mandate of Nauru. The 

remaining non-self-governing New Zealand territory is Tokelau. 

• Mandates under South African administration (1915–

1990)  

The South-West Africa mandate was governed by the South Africa 

dominion, that itself a colony that gradually increased its independence 

in 1910, 1931 and 1961. 

• Danish Empire (1620–1979)  

• Danish India (1620–1869) 

• Danish Gold Coast (1658–1850) 

• Danish colonization of the Americas:  

• Danish West Indies (1754–1917) 

• Greenland (1814–1979) 

• Dutch Empire (1602–1975)  

• Dutch colonization of the Americas.  

• Dutch West India Company 

• New Netherland 

• Dutch Guyana/Surinam 

• Dutch Brazil 

• Dutch Caribbean 
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• Dutch East India Company 

• Dutch India 

• Dutch East Indies 

• Netherlands New Guinea 

• Dutch Cape Colony (1652–1806) 

• English colonial empire (1585–1707) 

• French colonial Empire (1534–1980/present) 

• Main article: List of French possessions and colonies 

• French colonization of the Americas:  

• New France (1534–1763) 

• French West Indies (1635–today) 

• Asia:  

• French India (1664–1962) 

• French Indochina (1887–1954) 

• French siam (10 year) 

• French Concessions in Shanghai and Tientsin 

• French Guangzhouwan 

• Africa:  

• French North Africa (1830–1934) 

• French Somaliland (1883–1967) 

• French West Africa (1895–1958) 

• French Madagascar (1897–1958) 

• French Comoros (1908–1968) 

• French Equatorial Africa (1910–1958) 

• Oceania:  

• New Hebrides (1906–1980) 

• German Empire (1884–1920)  

• Kamerun (1884–1918) 

• Togoland (1884–1916) 

• German South West Africa (1884–1919) 

• German New Guinea (1884–1919) 

• German East Africa (1885–1919) 
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• German Samoa (1900–1920) 

• German Concession in Tientsin 

• German Kiautschou Bay Concession 

• German tsingtao 

• Italian Empire (1882–1960)  

• Eritrea (1882–1936) 

• Somaliland (1889–1936) 

• Ethiopia (conquered in 1936)  

• Italian East Africa (formed by merging Eritrea, 

Somaliland and Ethiopia: 1936–1960) 

• Cyrenaica (1912–1934) 

• Tripolitania (1912–1934)  

Libya (formed by merging Cyrenaica and Tripolitania: 

1934–1947. It also included the Southern Military 

Territory of Fezzan) 

• Italian Islands of the Aegean (1912–1947) 

• Italian Albania (1939-1943) 

• Italian France (1940-1943) 

• Italian Montenegro (1941-1943) 

• Italian concession of Tientsin (1901-1947) 

• Ottoman Empire (1354-1908)  

• Protectorate of Aceh (1496–1903) 

• Regency of Algiers (1516-1830) 

• Kashgaria (1865-1877) 

• Portuguese Empire (1415–1999)  

• Evolution of the Portuguese Empire 

• Portuguese colonization of the Americas 

• Colonial Brazil (1500–1815) 

• Portuguese India (1505–1961) 

• Portuguese Timor (1702–1975) 

• Portuguese Malacca (1511–1641) 

• Portuguese Macau (1577–1999) 
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• Portuguese Africa 

• Portuguese East Africa (1498–1975) 

• Portuguese West Africa (1575–1975) 

• Portuguese Guinea (1474–1974) 

• Portuguese Cape Verde (1462–1975) 

• Portuguese São Tomé and Príncipe (1470–1975) 

• Russian Empire (1721–1917) 

• Russian conquest of Siberia 

• Russian colonization of the Americas:  

• Russian America (1733–1867) 

• Sagallo (1889) 

• Transcaucasia 

• Russian Port Arthur 

• Russian concession in Tientsin 

• Spanish Empire (1492–1825/1898)  

• Spanish colonization of the Americas 

• Viceroyalty of New Spain 

• Viceroyalty of Peru 

• Viceroyalty of New Granada 

• Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata 

• Spanish East Indies (1565–1898) 

• Spanish Guinea (1778–1968) 

• Spanish Sahara (1884–1975) 

• Spanish protectorate in Morocco (1912–1956) 

• Ifni (1476-1524/1859-1969). 

• Swedish Empire (1638–1663, 1733, 1784–1878)  

• Swedish colonies in the Americas 

• New Sweden (1638–1655) 

• Swedish colony of Saint Barthélemy (1784–1878) 

• Guadeloupe (1813-1814) 

• Swedish Gold Coast (1650–1658, 1660–1663) 

• Parangipettai (1733) 
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• Swedish Factory, Canton Factories (1757-1860) 

Asian:  

• Japanese Empire (1868–1945) 

• Main article: List of territories occupied by Imperial 

Japan 

• Ezo as Hokkaido (1869-present) 

• Ryukyu as Okinawa Prefecture (1879-1945 & 1972-

present) 

• Taiwan (1895–1945) 

• Karafuto Prefecture (1905–1949) 

• Korea (1910–1945) 

• South Seas Mandate (1919–1947) 

• Manchukuo (1932–1945) 

• Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (1932–1945) 

Other countries with colonial possessions:  

• Wales 

• Y Wladfa 

• United States of America (1817–present)  

• United States territorial acquisitions 

• American Colonization Society 

• Colony of Liberia (1821-1847) 

• American imperialism 

• American concession in Tientsin 

• Colonies of the Habsburg Monarchy and the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire (1719–1750, 1778–1783, 

1901–1917)  

• Austrian colonial policy 

• Austrian colonisation of Nicobar Islands 

• Austrian East India Company 

• Tianjin 
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• Duchy of Courland and Semigallia (a vassal of 

thePolish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, 1637–1690)  

• Couronian colonization 

• Couronian colonization of the Americas 

• Jaxa (1665-1685) 

• Toco (1688-1689) 

• Móric Benyovszky (1774-1779) 

• Colonization attempts by Poland 

• German colonial initiatives (1683–1721)  

• Colonies of Brandenburg-Prussia (1683–1721) 

• Colonies of County of Hanau 

• German colonization of the Americas 

• Italy and the colonization of the Americas 

• Grand Duchy of Tuscany: Thornton expedition 

(1608–1609) 

• Kingdom of Sicily: Kingdom of Africa (1135-1160) 

• Knights Hospitaller (Malta, a vassal of the 

Kingdom of Sicily): Hospitaller colonization of the 

Americas 

• Kingdom of Scotland (1621–1707)  

• Scottish colonization of the Americas 

• Norway 

• List of possessions of Norway (1920–present) 

• Norway Antarctic and sub-Antarctic possessions 

(1927–1957) 

• Sweden-Norway (1814-1905)  

• Cooper Island (1844-1905) 

• Chiang Hung (1886-1905) 

• Kingdom of Morocco (1975–present)  

• Southern Provinces 

• Muscat and Oman (1652–1892)  

• Yaruba dynasty (1624-1742) 
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• Sultanate of Muscat (1652-1820) 

• Sultanate of Zanzibar (taken by Oman in 1698, 

became capital of the Omani Sultanate or Empire 

from 1632 or 1640; until 1890) 

• Mombasa (1698-1728, 1729–1744, 1837–1890) 

• Gwadar (1783-1958)Tsardom of Russia, 

•  Russian Empire, 

•  Soviet Union, and RussianFederation (1547–1721) 

(1721-1917) (1917–1991) (1991-present)  

• Russian Colonialism 

• Soviet Empire 

• Russian conquest of Siberia 

• Soviet Central Asia 

• Chinese Empire (from Qin dynasty to Qing dynasty), 

Republic of China, and People's Republic of China 

(221 BC- Present)  

• Chinese imperialism 

• Imperial Chinese Tributary System 

• Guangxi 

• Korea (in part of Joseon dynasty) 

• Hainan (since the Han dynasty)  

• Nansha Islands 

• Xisha Islands 

• Manchuria (during the Tang, Liao, Jin, Yuan, Ming, 

and Qing dynasties)  

• Inner Manchuria 

• Outer Manchuria 

• Kuye Island 

• Inner Mongolia 

• Outer Mongolia (during the Tang, Liao, Yuan, 

Northern Yuan, and Qing dynasties)  

• Tannu Uriankhai 
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• Taiwan (during the Qing dynasty) 

• Tibet (during the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties) 

• Yunnan 

• Vietnam (during the Han, Xin, Eastern Wu, Jin, Liu 

Song, Southern Qi, Liang, Sui, Tang, Wu Zhou, 

Southern Han, and Ming dynasties) 

• Xinjiang 

• Central Asia (during the Tang, Western Liao, and 

Qing dynasties) 

• IndianEmpires, Republic of India 

• Political integration of India 

• Kashmir 

• Sikkim 

• Kingdom of Siam 

• Kingdom of Vientiane (1778–1828) 

• Kingdom of Luang Prabang (1778–1893) 

• Kingdom of Champasak (1778–1893) 

• Kingdom of Cambodia (1771–1867) 

• Kedah (1821–1826) 

•  Argentina 

• Tierra del Fuego 

• Patagonia 

• Falkland Islands (1829–1831, 1832–1833, 1982) 

• Argentine Antarctica 

• Misiones 

• Formosa 

• Puna de Atacama 

• California (1818) 

•  Empire of Brazil,  Brazil 

• Cisplatina 

• Acre  



Chapter 3 

Mercantilism 

Mercantilism is an economic policy that is designed to 

maximize the exports and minimize the imports for an 

economy. It promotes imperialism, tariffs and subsidies on 

traded goods to achieve that goal. The policy aims to reduce a 

possible current account deficit or reach a current account 

surplus, and it includes measures aimed at accumulating 

monetary reserves by a positive balance of trade, especially of 

finished goods. Historically, such policies frequently led to war 

and motivated colonial expansion. Mercantilist theory varies in 

sophistication from one writer to another and has evolved over 

time. Mercantilism was dominant in modernized parts of 

Europe, and some areas in Africa from the 16th to the 19th 

centuries, a period of proto-industrialization, before it fell into 

decline, but some commentators argue that it is still practiced 

in the economies of industrializing countries, in the form of 

economic interventionism. It promotes government regulation 

of a nation's economy for the purpose of augmenting state 

power at the expense of rival national powers. High tariffs, 

especially on manufactured goods, were almost universally a 

feature of mercantilist policy.  

With the efforts of supranational organizations such as the 

World Trade Organization to reduce tariffs globally, non-tariff 
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barriers to trade have assumed a greater importance in 

neomercantilism.  

History 

Mercantilism became the dominant school of economic thought 

in Europe throughout the late Renaissance and the early-

modern period (from the 15th to the 18th centuries). Evidence 

of mercantilistic practices appeared in early-modern Venice, 

Genoa, and Pisa regarding control of the Mediterranean trade 

in bullion. However, the empiricism of the Renaissance, which 

first began to quantify large-scale trade accurately, marked 

mercantilism's birth as a codified school of economic theories. 

The Italian economist and mercantilist Antonio Serra is 

considered to have written one of the first treatises on political 

economy with his 1613 work, A Short Treatise on the Wealth 

and Poverty of Nations.  

Mercantilism in its simplest form is bullionism, yet 

mercantilist writers emphasize the circulation of money and 

reject hoarding. Their emphasis on monetary metals accords 

with current ideas regarding the money supply, such as the 

stimulative effect of a growing money-supply. Fiat money and 

floating exchange rates have since rendered specie concerns 

irrelevant. In time, industrial policy supplanted the heavy 

emphasis on money, accompanied by a shift in focus from the 

capacity to carry on wars to promoting general prosperity. 
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Mature neomercantilist theory recommends selective high 

tariffs for "infant" industries or the promotion of the mutual 

growth of countries through national industrial specialization.  

England began the first large-scale and integrative approach to 

mercantilism during the Elizabethan Era (1558–1603). An early 

statement on national balance of trade appeared in Discourse 

of the Common Weal of this Realm of England, 1549: "We must 

always take heed that we buy no more from strangers than we 

sell them, for so should we impoverish ourselves and enrich 

them." The period featured various but often disjointed efforts 

by the court of Queen Elizabeth (reigned 1558–1603) to develop 

a naval and merchant fleet capable of challenging the Spanish 

stranglehold on trade and of expanding the growth of bullion at 

home. Queen Elizabeth promoted the Trade and Navigation 

Acts in Parliament and issued orders to her navy for the 

protection and promotion of English shipping.  

Elizabeth's efforts organized national resources sufficiently in 

the defense of England against the far larger and more 

powerful Spanish Empire, and in turn, paved the foundation 

for establishing a global empire in the 19th century. Authors 

noted most for establishing the English mercantilist system 

include Gerard de Malynes (fl. 1585–1641) and Thomas Mun 

(1571–1641), who first articulated the Elizabethan system 

(England's Treasure by Foreign Trade or the Balance of Foreign 

Trade is the Rule of Our Treasure), which Josiah Child (c. 
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1630/31 – 1699) then developed further. Numerous French 

authors helped cement French policy around mercantilism in 

the 17th century. Jean-Baptiste Colbert (Intendant général, 

1661–1665; Contrôleur général des finances, 1661–1683) best 

articulated this French mercantilism. French economic policy 

liberalized greatly under Napoleon (in power from 1799 to 

1814/1815)  

Many nations applied the theory, notably France. King Louis 

XIV (reigned 1643–1715) followed the guidance of Jean 

Baptiste Colbert, his Controller-General of Finances from 1665 

to 1683. It was determined that the state should rule in the 

economic realm as it did in the diplomatic, and that the 

interests of the state as identified by the king were superior to 

those of merchants and of everyone else. Mercantilist economic 

policies aimed to build up the state, especially in an age of 

incessant warfare, and theorists charged the state with looking 

for ways to strengthen the economy and to weaken foreign 

adversaries.  

In Europe, academic belief in mercantilism began to fade in the 

late-18th century after the East India Company annexed the 

Mughal Bengal, a major trading nation, and the establishment 

of the British India through the activities of the East India 

Company, in light of the arguments of Adam Smith (1723–

1790) and of the classical economists. The British Parliament's 
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repeal of the Corn Laws under Robert Peel in 1846 symbolized 

the emergence of free trade as an alternative system.  

Theory 

Most of the European economists who wrote between 1500 and 

1750 are today generally considered mercantilists; this term 

was initially used solely by critics, such as Mirabeau and 

Smith, but historians proved quick to adopt it. Originally the 

standard English term was "mercantile system". The word 

"mercantilism" came into English from German in the early-

19th century.  

The bulk of what is commonly called "mercantilist literature" 

appeared in the 1620s in Great Britain. Smith saw the English 

merchant Thomas Mun (1571–1641) as a major creator of the 

mercantile system, especially in his posthumously published 

Treasure by Foreign Trade (1664), which Smith considered the 

archetype or manifesto of the movement. Perhaps the last 

major mercantilist work was James Steuart's Principles of 

Political Economy, published in 1767.  

Mercantilist literature also extended beyond England. Italy and 

France produced noted writers of mercantilist themes, 

including Italy's Giovanni Botero (1544–1617) and Antonio 

Serra (1580–?) and, in France, Jean Bodin and Colbert. Themes 

also existed in writers from the German historical school from 
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List, as well as followers of the American and British systems 

of free-trade, thus stretching the system into the 19th century. 

However, many British writers, including Mun and Misselden, 

were merchants, while many of the writers from other 

countries were public officials. Beyond mercantilism as a way 

of understanding the wealth and power of nations, Mun and 

Misselden are noted for their viewpoints on a wide range of 

economic matters. The Austrian lawyer and scholar Philipp 

Wilhelm von Hornick, one of the pioneers of Cameralism, 

detailed a nine-point program of what he deemed effective 

national economy in his Austria Over All, If She Only Will of 

1684, which comprehensively sums up the tenets of 

mercantilism:  

• That every little bit of a country's soil be utilized for 

agriculture, mining or manufacturing. 

• That all raw materials found in a country be used in 

domestic manufacture, since finished goods have a higher 

value than raw materials. 

• That a large, working population be encouraged. 

• That all exports of gold and silver be prohibited and all 

domestic money be kept in circulation. 

• That all imports of foreign goods be discouraged as much 

as possible. 

• That where certain imports are indispensable they be 

obtained at first hand, in exchange for other domestic 

goods instead of gold and silver. 
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• That as much as possible, imports be confined to raw 

materials that can be finished [in the home country]. 

• That opportunities be constantly sought for selling a 

country's surplus manufactures to foreigners, so far as 

necessary, for gold and silver. 

• That no importation be allowed if such goods are 

sufficiently and suitably supplied at home. 

Other than Von Hornick, there were no mercantilist writers 

presenting an overarching scheme for the ideal economy, as 

Adam Smith would later do for classical economics. Rather, 

each mercantilist writer tended to focus on a single area of the 

economy. Only later did non-mercantilist scholars integrate 

these "diverse" ideas into what they called mercantilism. Some 

scholars thus reject the idea of mercantilism completely, 

arguing that it gives "a false unity to disparate events". Smith 

saw the mercantile system as an enormous conspiracy by 

manufacturers and merchants against consumers, a view that 

has led some authors, especially Robert E. Ekelund and Robert 

D. Tollison, to call mercantilism "a rent-seeking society". To a 

certain extent, mercantilist doctrine itself made a general 

theory of economics impossible. Mercantilists viewed the 

economic system as a zero-sum game, in which any gain by one 

party required a loss by another. Thus, any system of policies 

that benefited one group would by definition harm the other, 

and there was no possibility of economics being used to 

maximize the commonwealth, or common good. Mercantilists' 
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writings were also generally created to rationalize particular 

practices rather than as investigations into the best policies.  

Mercantilist domestic policy was more fragmented than its 

trade policy. While Adam Smith portrayed mercantilism as 

supportive of strict controls over the economy, many 

mercantilists disagreed. The early modern era was one of 

letters patent and government-imposed monopolies; some 

mercantilists supported these, but others acknowledged the 

corruption and inefficiency of such systems. Many 

mercantilists also realized that the inevitable results of quotas 

and price ceilings were black markets. One notion that 

mercantilists widely agreed upon was the need for economic 

oppression of the working population; laborers and farmers 

were to live at the "margins of subsistence". The goal was to 

maximize production, with no concern for consumption. Extra 

money, free time, and education for the lower classes were 

seen to inevitably lead to vice and laziness, and would result in 

harm to the economy.  

The mercantilists saw a large population as a form of wealth 

that made possible the development of bigger markets and 

armies. Opposite to mercantilism was the doctrine of 

physiocracy, which predicted that mankind would outgrow its 

resources. The idea of mercantilism was to protect the markets 

as well as maintain agriculture and those who were dependent 

upon it.  
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Policies 

Mercantilist ideas were the dominant economic ideology of all 

of Europe in the early modern period, and most states 

embraced it to a certain degree. Mercantilism was centred on 

England and France, and it was in these states that 

mercantilist policies were most often enacted.  

The policies have included:  

• High tariffs, especially on manufactured goods. 

• Forbidding colonies to trade with other nations. 

• Monopolizing markets with staple ports. 

• Banning the export of gold and silver, even for payments. 

• Forbidding trade to be carried in foreign ships, as per, for 

example, the Navigation Acts. 

• Subsidies on exports. 

• Promoting manufacturing and industry through research 

or direct subsidies. 

• Limiting wages. 

• Maximizing the use of domestic resources. 

• Restricting domestic consumption through non-tariff 

barriers to trade. 

Aztec Empire 

Pochteca (singular pochtecatl) were professional, long-distance 

traveling merchants in the Aztec Empire. The trade or 
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commerce was referred to as pochtecayotl. Within the empire, 

the pochteca performed three primary duties: market 

management, international trade, and acting as market 

intermediaries domestically. They were a small but important 

class as they not only facilitated commerce, but also 

communicated vital information across the empire and beyond 

its borders, and were often employed as spies due to their 

extensive travel and knowledge of the empire. The pochteca are 

the subject of Book 9 of the Florentine Codex (1576), compiled 

by Bernardino de Sahagún.  

Pochteca occupied a high status in Aztec society, below the 

noble class. They were responsible for providing the materials 

that the Aztec nobility used to display their wealth, which were 

often obtained from foreign sources. The pochteca also acted 

as agents for the nobility, selling the surplus tribute that had 

been bestowed on the noble and warrior elite and also sourcing 

rare goods or luxury items. The pochteca traded the excess 

tribute (food, garments, feathers and slaves) in the 

marketplace or carried it to other areas to exchange for trade 

goods.  

Due to the success of the pochteca, many of these merchants 

became as wealthy as the noble class, but were obligated to 

hide this wealth from the public. Trading expeditions often left 

their districts late in the evening, and their wealth was only 

revealed within their private guildhalls. Although politically 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

107 

and economically powerful, the pochteca strove to avoid undue 

attention. The merchants followed their own laws in their own 

calpulli, and venerating their god, Yacatecuhtli, "The Lord Who 

Guides" and Lord of the Vanguard an aspect of Quetzalcoatl. 

Eventually the merchants were elevated to the rank of the 

warriors of the military orders.  

France 

Mercantilism arose in France in the early 16th century soon 

after the monarchy had become the dominant force in French 

politics. In 1539, an important decree banned the import of 

woolen goods from Spain and some parts of Flanders. The next 

year, a number of restrictions were imposed on the export of 

bullion.  

Over the rest of the 16th century, further protectionist 

measures were introduced. The height of French mercantilism 

is closely associated with Jean-Baptiste Colbert, finance 

minister for 22 years in the 17th century, to the extent that 

French mercantilism is sometimes called Colbertism. Under 

Colbert, the French government became deeply involved in the 

economy in order to increase exports. Protectionist policies 

were enacted that limited imports and favored exports. 

Industries were organized into guilds and monopolies, and 

production was regulated by the state through a series of more 

than one thousand directives outlining how different products 

should be produced.  
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To encourage industry, foreign artisans and craftsmen were 

imported. Colbert also worked to decrease internal barriers to 

trade, reducing internal tariffs and building an extensive 

network of roads and canals.  

Colbert's policies were quite successful, and France's 

industrial output and the economy grew considerably during 

this period, as France became the dominant European power. 

He was less successful in turning France into a major trading 

power, and Britain and the Dutch Republic remained supreme 

in this field.  

New France 

France imposed its mercantilist philosophy on its colonies in 

North America, especially New France. It sought to derive the 

maximum material benefit from the colony, for the homeland, 

with a minimum of colonial investment in the colony itself. The 

ideology was embodied in New France through the 

establishment under Royal Charter of a number of corporate 

trading monopolies including La Compagnie des Marchands, 

which operated from 1613 to 1621, and the Compagnie de 

Montmorency, from that date until 1627. It was in turn 

replaced by La Compagnie des Cent-Associés, created in 1627 

by King Louis XIII, and the Communauté des habitants in 

1643. These were the first corporations to operate in what is 

now Canada.  
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Great Britain 

In England, mercantilism reached its peak during the Long 

Parliament government (1640–60). Mercantilist policies were 

also embraced throughout much of the Tudor and Stuart 

periods, with Robert Walpole being another major proponent. 

In Britain, government control over the domestic economy was 

far less extensive than on the Continent, limited by common 

law and the steadily increasing power of Parliament. 

Government-controlled monopolies were common, especially 

before the English Civil War, but were often controversial. 

With respect to its colonies, British mercantilism meant that 

the government and the merchants became partners with the 

goal of increasing political power and private wealth, to the 

exclusion of other European powers. The government protected 

its merchants—and kept foreign ones out—through trade 

barriers, regulations, and subsidies to domestic industries in 

order to maximize exports from and minimize imports to the 

realm.  

The government had to fight smuggling, which became a 

favourite American technique in the 18th century to 

circumvent the restrictions on trading with the French, 

Spanish, or Dutch. The goal of mercantilism was to run trade 

surpluses to benefit the government. The government took its 

share through duties and taxes, with the remainder going to 

merchants in Britain. The government spent much of its 
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revenue on the Royal Navy, which both protected the colonies 

of Britain but was vital in capturing the colonies of other 

European powers.  

British mercantilist writers were themselves divided on 

whether domestic controls were necessary. British 

mercantilism thus mainly took the form of efforts to control 

trade.  

A wide array of regulations were put in place to encourage 

exports and discourage imports. Tariffs were placed on imports 

and bounties given for exports, and the export of some raw 

materials was banned completely. The Navigation Acts removed 

foreign merchants from being involved England's domestic 

trade. British policies in their American colonies led to friction 

with the inhabitants of the Thirteen Colonies, and mercantilist 

policies (such as forbidding trade with other European powers 

and enforcing bans on smuggling) were a major irritant leading 

to the American Revolution.  

Mercantilism taught that trade was a zero-sum game, with one 

country's gain equivalent to a loss sustained by the trading 

partner. Overall, however, mercantilist policies had a positive 

impact on Britain, helping to transform the nation into the 

world's dominant trading power and a global hegemon. One 

domestic policy that had a lasting impact was the conversion of 

"wastelands" to agricultural use. Mercantilists believed that to 

maximize a nation's power, all land and resources had to be 
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used to their highest and best use, and this era thus saw 

projects like the draining of The Fens.  

Other countries 

The other nations of Europe also embraced mercantilism to 

varying degrees. The Netherlands, which had become the 

financial centre of Europe by being its most efficient trader, 

had little interest in seeing trade restricted and adopted few 

mercantilist policies. Mercantilism became prominent in 

Central Europe and Scandinavia after the Thirty Years' War 

(1618–48), with Christina of Sweden, Jacob Kettler of 

Courland, and Christian IV of Denmark being notable 

proponents.  

The Habsburg Holy Roman Emperors had long been interested 

in mercantilist policies, but the vast and decentralized nature 

of their empire made implementing such notions difficult. 

Some constituent states of the empire did embrace 

Mercantilism, most notably Prussia, which under Frederick the 

Great had perhaps the most rigidly controlled economy in 

Europe.  

Spain benefited from mercantilism early on as it brought a 

large amount of precious metals such as gold and silver into 

their treasury by way of the new world. In the long run, 

Spain's economy collapsed as it was unable to adjust to the 

inflation that came with the large influx of bullion. Heavy 
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intervention from the crown put crippling laws for the 

protection of Spanish goods and services. Mercantilist 

protectionist policy in Spain caused the long-run failure of the 

Castilian textile industry as the efficiency severely dropped off 

with each passing year due to the production being held at a 

specific level. Spain's heavily protected industries led to 

famines as much of its agricultural land was required to be 

used for sheep instead of grain. Much of their grain was 

imported from the Baltic region of Europe which caused a 

shortage of food in the inner regions of Spain. Spain limiting 

the trade of their colonies is one of the causes that lead to the 

separation of the Dutch from the Spanish Empire. The 

culmination of all of these policies lead to Spain defaulting in 

1557, 1575, and 1596.  

During the economic collapse of the 17th century, Spain had 

little coherent economic policy, but French mercantilist 

policies were imported by Philip V with some success. Russia 

under Peter I (Peter the Great) attempted to pursue 

mercantilism, but had little success because of Russia's lack of 

a large merchant class or an industrial base.  

Wars and imperialism 

Mercantilism was the economic version of warfare using 

economics as a tool for warfare by other means backed up by 

the state apparatus and was well suited to an era of military 
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warfare. Since the level of world trade was viewed as fixed, it 

followed that the only way to increase a nation's trade was to 

take it from another. A number of wars, most notably the 

Anglo-Dutch Wars and the Franco-Dutch Wars, can be linked 

directly to mercantilist theories. Most wars had other causes 

but they reinforced mercantilism by clearly defining the enemy, 

and justified damage to the enemy's economy.  

Mercantilism fueled the imperialism of this era, as many 

nations expended significant effort to conquer new colonies 

that would be sources of gold (as in Mexico) or sugar (as in the 

West Indies), as well as becoming exclusive markets. European 

power spread around the globe, often under the aegis of 

companies with government-guaranteed monopolies in certain 

defined geographical regions, such as the Dutch East India 

Company or the Hudson's Bay Company (operating in present-

day Canada). With the establishment of overseas colonies by 

European powers early in the 17th century, mercantile theory 

gained a new and wider significance, in which its aim and ideal 

became both national and imperialistic.  

The connection between imperialism and mercantilism has 

been explored by Marxist economist and sociologist Giovanni 

Arrighi, who analyzed mercantilism as having three 

components: "settler colonialism, capitalist slavery, and 

economic nationalism," and further noted that slavery was 

"partly a condition and partly a result of the success of settler 
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colonialism." In France, the triangular trade method was 

integral in the continuation of mercantilism throughout the 

17th and 18th centuries. In order to maximize exports and 

minimize imports, France worked on a strict Atlantic route: 

France, to Africa, to the Americas and then back to France. By 

bringing African slaves to labor in the New World, their labor 

value increased, and France capitalized upon the market 

resources produced by slave labor.  

Mercantilism as a weapon has continued to be used by nations 

through the 21st century by way of modern tariffs as it puts 

smaller economies in a position to conform to the larger 

economies goals or risk economic ruin due to an imbalance in 

trade. Trade wars are often dependent on such tariffs and 

restrictions hurting the opposing economy.  

Origins 

The term "mercantile system" was used by its foremost critic, 

Adam Smith, but Mirabeau (1715–1789) had used 

"mercantilism" earlier.  

Mercantilism functioned as the economic counterpart of the 

older version of political power: divine right of kings and 

absolute monarchy.  

Scholars debate over why mercantilism dominated economic 

ideology for 250 years. One group, represented by Jacob Viner, 
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sees mercantilism as simply a straightforward, common-sense 

system whose logical fallacies remained opaque to people at 

the time, as they simply lacked the required analytical tools.  

The second school, supported by scholars such as Robert B. 

Ekelund, portrays mercantilism not as a mistake, but rather as 

the best possible system for those who developed it. This 

school argues that rent-seeking merchants and governments 

developed and enforced mercantilist policies. Merchants 

benefited greatly from the enforced monopolies, bans on 

foreign competition, and poverty of the workers. Governments 

benefited from the high tariffs and payments from the 

merchants. Whereas later economic ideas were often developed 

by academics and philosophers, almost all mercantilist writers 

were merchants or government officials.  

Monetarism offers a third explanation for mercantilism. 

European trade exported bullion to pay for goods from Asia, 

thus reducing the money supply and putting downward 

pressure on prices and economic activity. The evidence for this 

hypothesis is the lack of inflation in the British economy until 

the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, when paper money 

came into vogue.  

A fourth explanation lies in the increasing professionalisation 

and technification of the wars of the era, which turned the 

maintenance of adequate reserve funds (in the prospect of war) 

into a more and more expensive and eventually competitive 
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business. Mercantilism developed at a time of transition for the 

European economy. Isolated feudal estates were being replaced 

by centralized nation-states as the focus of power. 

Technological changes in shipping and the growth of urban 

centers led to a rapid increase in international trade. 

Mercantilism focused on how this trade could best aid the 

states. Another important change was the introduction of 

double-entry bookkeeping and modern accounting. This 

accounting made extremely clear the inflow and outflow of 

trade, contributing to the close scrutiny given to the balance of 

trade. Of course, the impact of the discovery of America cannot 

be ignored. New markets and new mines propelled foreign trade 

to previously inconceivable volumes, resulting in "the great 

upward movement in prices" and an increase in "the volume of 

merchant activity itself".  

Prior to mercantilism, the most important economic work done 

in Europe was by the medieval scholastic theorists. The goal of 

these thinkers was to find an economic system compatible with 

Christian doctrines of piety and justice. They focused mainly 

on microeconomics and on local exchanges between 

individuals. Mercantilism was closely aligned with the other 

theories and ideas that began to replace the medieval 

worldview. This period saw the adoption of the very 

Machiavellianrealpolitik and the primacy of the raison d'état in 

international relations. The mercantilist idea of all trade as a 

zero-sum game, in which each side was trying to best the other 
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in a ruthless competition, was integrated into the works of 

Thomas Hobbes. This dark view of human nature also fit well 

with the Puritan view of the world, and some of the most 

stridently mercantilist legislation, such as the Navigation 

Ordinance of 1651, was enacted by the government of Oliver 

Cromwell.  

Jean-Baptiste Colbert's work in 17th-century France came to 

exemplify classical mercantilism. In the English-speaking 

world, its ideas were criticized by Adam Smith with the 

publication of The Wealth of Nations in 1776 and later by David 

Ricardo with his explanation of comparative advantage. 

Mercantilism was rejected by Britain and France by the mid-

19th century. The British Empire embraced free trade and used 

its power as the financial center of the world to promote the 

same. The Guyanese historian Walter Rodney describes 

mercantilism as the period of the worldwide development of 

European commerce, which began in the 15th century with the 

voyages of Portuguese and Spanish explorers to Africa, Asia, 

and the New World.  

End of mercantilism 

Adam Smith, David Hume, Edward Gibbon, Voltaire and Jean-

Jacques Rousseau were the founding fathers of anti-

mercantilist thought. A number of scholars found important 

flaws with mercantilism long before Smith developed an 
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ideology that could fully replace it. Critics like Hume, Dudley 

North and John Locke undermined much of mercantilism and 

it steadily lost favor during the 18th century.  

In 1690, Locke argued that prices vary in proportion to the 

quantity of money. Locke's Second Treatise also points towards 

the heart of the anti-mercantilist critique: that the wealth of 

the world is not fixed, but is created by human labor 

(represented embryonically by Locke's labor theory of value). 

Mercantilists failed to understand the notions of absolute 

advantage and comparative advantage (although this idea was 

only fully fleshed out in 1817 by David Ricardo) and the 

benefits of trade.  

Hume famously noted the impossibility of the mercantilists' 

goal of a constant positive balance of trade. As bullion flowed 

into one country, the supply would increase, and the value of 

bullion in that state would steadily decline relative to other 

goods. Conversely, in the state exporting bullion, its value 

would slowly rise. Eventually, it would no longer be cost-

effective to export goods from the high-price country to the 

low-price country, and the balance of trade would reverse. 

Mercantilists fundamentally misunderstood this, long arguing 

that an increase in the money supply simply meant that 

everyone gets richer.  

The importance placed on bullion was also a central target, 

even if many mercantilists had themselves begun to de-
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emphasize the importance of gold and silver. Adam Smith 

noted that at the core of the mercantile system was the 

"popular folly of confusing wealth with money", that bullion 

was just the same as any other commodity, and that there was 

no reason to give it special treatment. More recently, scholars 

have discounted the accuracy of this critique. They believe 

Mun and Misselden were not making this mistake in the 1620s, 

and point to their followers Josiah Child and Charles 

Davenant, who in 1699 wrote, "Gold and Silver are indeed the 

Measures of Trade, but that the Spring and Original of it, in all 

nations is the Natural or Artificial Product of the Country; that 

is to say, what this Land or what this Labour and Industry 

Produces." The critique that mercantilism was a form of rent 

seeking has also seen criticism, as scholars such as Jacob 

Viner in the 1930s pointed out that merchant mercantilists 

such as Mun understood that they would not gain by higher 

prices for English wares abroad.  

The first school to completely reject mercantilism was the 

physiocrats, who developed their theories in France. Their 

theories also had several important problems, and the 

replacement of mercantilism did not come until Adam Smith 

published The Wealth of Nations in 1776. This book outlines 

the basics of what is today known as classical economics. 

Smith spent a considerable portion of the book rebutting the 

arguments of the mercantilists, though often these are 

simplified or exaggerated versions of mercantilist thought.  
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Scholars are also divided over the cause of mercantilism's end. 

Those who believe the theory was simply an error hold that its 

replacement was inevitable as soon as Smith's more accurate 

ideas were unveiled. Those who feel that mercantilism 

amounted to rent-seeking hold that it ended only when major 

power shifts occurred. In Britain, mercantilism faded as the 

Parliament gained the monarch's power to grant monopolies. 

While the wealthy capitalists who controlled the House of 

Commons benefited from these monopolies, Parliament found it 

difficult to implement them because of the high cost of group 

decision making.  

Mercantilist regulations were steadily removed over the course 

of the 18th century in Britain, and during the 19th century, 

the British government fully embraced free trade and Smith's 

laissez-faire economics. On the continent, the process was 

somewhat different. In France, economic control remained in 

the hands of the royal family, and mercantilism continued 

until the French Revolution. In Germany, mercantilism 

remained an important ideology in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, when the historical school of economics was 

paramount.  

Legacy 

Adam Smith rejected the mercantilist focus on production, 

arguing that consumption was paramount to production. He 
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added that mercantilism was popular among merchants 

because it was what is now called rent seeking. John Maynard 

Keynes argued that encouraging production was just as 

important as encouraging consumption, and he favored the 

"new mercantilism". Keynes also noted that in the early modern 

period the focus on the bullion supplies was reasonable. In an 

era before paper money, an increase in bullion was one of the 

few ways to increase the money supply. Keynes said 

mercantilist policies generally improved both domestic and 

foreign investment—domestic because the policies lowered the 

domestic rate of interest, and investment by foreigners by 

tending to create a favorable balance of trade. Keynes and 

other economists of the 20th century also realized that the 

balance of payments is an important concern. Keynes also 

supported government intervention in the economy as 

necessity, as did mercantilism.  

As of 2010, the word "mercantilism" remains a pejorative term, 

often used to attack various forms of protectionism. The 

similarities between Keynesianism (and its successor ideas) 

and mercantilism have sometimes led critics to call them neo-

mercantilism.  

Paul Samuelson, writing within a Keynesian framework, wrote 

of mercantilism, "With employment less than full and Net 

National Product suboptimal, all the debunked mercantilist 

arguments turn out to be valid."  
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Some other systems that copy several mercantilist policies, 

such as Japan's economic system, are also sometimes called 

neo-mercantilist. In an essay appearing in the 14 May 2007 

issue of Newsweek, business columnist Robert J. Samuelson 

wrote that China was pursuing an essentially neo-mercantilist 

trade policy that threatened to undermine the post–World War 

II international economic structure. Murray Rothbard, 

representing the Austrian School of economics, describes it 

this way:  

Mercantilism, which reached its height in the Europe of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was a system of statism 

which employed economic fallacy to build up a structure of 

imperial state power, as well as special subsidy and 

monopolistic privilege to individuals or groups favored by the 

state. Thus, mercantilism held exports should be encouraged 

by the government and imports discouraged. 

In specific instances, protectionist mercantilist policies also 

had an important and positive impact on the state that enacted 

them. Adam Smith, for instance, praised the Navigation Acts, 

as they greatly expanded the British merchant fleet and played 

a central role in turning Britain into the world's naval and 

economic superpower from the 18th century onward. Some 

economists thus feel that protecting infant industries, while 

causing short-term harm, can be beneficial in the long term.  



Chapter 4 

Divine Right of Kings 

The divine right of kings, divine right, or God's mandate is a 

political and religious doctrine of political legitimacy of a 

monarchy. It stems from a specific metaphysical framework in 

which a monarch is, before birth, pre-ordained to inherit the 

crown. According to this theory of political legitimacy, the 

subjects of the crown have actively (and not merely passively) 

turned over the metaphysical selection of the king's soul – 

which will inhabit the body and rule them – to God. In this 

way, the "divine right" originates as a metaphysical act of 

humility and/or submission towards God. Divine right has 

been a key element of the legitimation of many absolute 

monarchies.  

Significantly, the doctrine asserts that a monarch is not 

accountable to any earthly authority (such as a parliament) 

because their right to rule is derived from divine authority. 

Thus, the monarch is not subject to the will of the people, of 

the aristocracy, or of any other estate of the realm. It follows 

that only divine authority can judge a monarch, and that any 

attempt to depose, dethrone or restrict their powers runs 

contrary to God's will and may constitute a sacrilegious act. It 

is often expressed in the phrase by the Grace of God, which has 

historically been attached to the titles of certain reigning 

monarchs. Note, however, that such accountability only to God 
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does not per se make the monarch a sacred king. Historically, 

many notions of rights have been authoritarian and 

hierarchical, with different people granted different rights and 

some having more rights than others. For instance, the right of 

a father to receive respect from his son did not indicate a right 

for the son to receive a return from that respect. Analogously, 

the divine right of kings, which permitted absolute power over 

subjects, provided few rights for the subjects themselves.  

In contrast, conceptions of rights developed during the Age of 

Enlightenment – for example during the American and French 

Revolutions – often emphasized liberty and equality as being 

among the most important of rights.  

Pre-Christian European conceptions 

The Imperial cult of ancient Rome identified Roman emperors 

and some members of their families with the "divinely 

sanctioned" authority (auctoritas) of the Roman State. The 

official offer of cultus to a living emperor acknowledged his 

office and rule as divinely approved and constitutional: his 

Principate should therefore demonstrate pious respect for 

traditional Republican deities and mores. Many of the rites, 

practices and status distinctions that characterized the cult to 

emperors were perpetuated in the theology and politics of the 

Christianised Empire.  



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

125 

Christian conceptions 

During early and middle ages 

Outside of Christianity, kings were often seen as either ruling 

with the backing of heavenly powers or perhaps even being 

divine beings themselves. However, the Christian notion of a 

divine right of kings is traced to a story found in 1 Samuel, 

where the prophet Samuel anoints Saul and then David as 

mashiach ("anointed one")—king over Israel. The anointing is to 

such an effect that the monarch became inviolable so that even 

when Saul sought to kill David, David would not raise his hand 

against him because "he was the Lord's anointed".  

Although the later Roman Empire had developed the European 

concept of a divine regent in Late Antiquity, Adomnan of Iona 

provides one of the earliest written examples of a Western 

medieval concept of kings ruling with divine right. He wrote of 

the Irish King Diarmait mac Cerbaill 's assassination and 

claimed that divine punishment fell on his assassin for the act 

of violating the monarch. Adomnan also recorded a story about 

Saint Columba supposedly being visited by an angel carrying a 

glass book, who told him to ordain Aedan mac Gabrain as King 

of Dal Riata. Columba initially refused, and the angel answered 

by whipping him and demanding that he perform the 

ordination because God had commanded it. The same angel 

visited Columba on three successive nights. Columba finally 
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agreed, and Aedan came to receive ordination. At the 

ordination, Columba told Aedan that so long as he obeyed 

God's laws, then none of his enemies would prevail against 

him, but the moment he broke them, this protection would 

end, and the same whip with which Columba had been struck 

would be turned against the king. Adomnan's writings most 

likely influenced other Irish writers, who in turn influenced 

continental ideas as well. Pepin the Short's coronation may 

have also come from the same influence. The Byzantine Empire 

can be seen as the progenitor of this concept (which began 

with Constantine I). This in turn inspired the Carolingian 

dynasty and the Holy Roman Emperors, whose lasting impact 

on Western and Central Europe further inspired all subsequent 

Western ideas of kingship.  

In the Middle Ages, the idea that God had granted earthly 

power to the monarch, just as he had given spiritual authority 

and power to the church, especially to the Pope, was already a 

well-known concept long before later writers coined the term 

"divine right of kings" and employed it as a theory in political 

science. For example, Richard I of England declared at his trial 

during the diet at Speyer in 1193: "I am born in a rank which 

recognizes no superior but God, to whom alone I am 

responsible for my actions", and it was Richard who first used 

the motto "Dieu et mon droit" ("God and my right") which is still 

the motto of the Monarch of the United Kingdom.  
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With the rise of nation-states and the Protestant Reformation 

in the late 16th century, the theory of divine right justified the 

king's absolute authority in both political and spiritual 

matters. Henry VIII of England declared himself the Supreme 

Head of the Church of England, and exerted the power of the 

throne more than any of his predecessors. As a political 

theory, it was further developed by James VI of Scotland 

(1567–1625), and came to the force in England under his reign 

as James I of England (1603–1625). Louis XIV of France (1643–

1715) strongly promoted the theory as well.  

Scots texts of James VI of Scotland 

The Scots textbooks of the divine right of kings were written in 

1597–1598 by James VI of Scotland despite Scotland never 

having believed in the theory and where the monarch was 

regarded as the "first among equals" on a par with his people. 

His Basilikon Doron, a manual on the powers of a king, was 

written to edify his four-year-old son Henry Frederick that a 

king "acknowledgeth himself ordained for his people, having 

received from the god a burden of government, whereof he 

must be countable". He based his theories in part on his 

understanding of the Bible, as noted by the following quote 

from a speech to parliament delivered in 1610 as James I of 

England:  

The state of monarchy is the supremest thing upon earth, for 

kings are not only God's lieutenants upon earth and sit upon 
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God's throne, but even by God himself, they are called gods. 

There be three principal [comparisons] that illustrate the state 

of monarchy: one taken out of the word of God, and the two 

other out of the grounds of policy and philosophy. In the 

Scriptures, kings are called gods, and so their power after a 

certain relation compared to the Divine power. Kings are also 

compared to fathers of families; for a king is true parens 

patriae [parent of the country], the politic father of his people. 

And lastly, kings are compared to the head of this microcosm 

of the body of man. 

James's reference to "God's lieutenants" is apparently a 

reference to the text in Romans 13 where Paul refers to "God's 

ministers".  

(1) Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there 

is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of 

God. (2) Whosoever, therefore, resisteth the power, resisteth 

the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to 

themselves damnation. (3) For rulers are not a terror to good 

works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the 

power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of 

the same: (4) For he is the minister of God to thee for good. 

But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not 

the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to 

execute wrath upon him that doeth evil. (5) Wherefore ye must 

needs be subject, not only for wrath but also for conscience 
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sake. (6) For this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God's 

ministers, attending continually upon this very thing. (7) 

Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is 

due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to 

whom honour. 

Western conceptions 

The conception of ordination brought with it largely unspoken 

parallels with the Anglican and Catholic priesthood, but the 

overriding metaphor in James's handbook was that of a 

father's relation to his children. "Just as no misconduct on the 

part of a father can free his children from obedience to the 

fifth commandment", James also had printed his Defense of the 

Right of Kings in the face of English theories of inalienable 

popular and clerical rights. The divine right of kings, or divine-

right theory of kingship, is a political and religious doctrine of 

royal and political legitimacy. It asserts that a monarch is 

subject to no earthly authority, deriving his right to rule 

directly from the will of God. The king is thus not subject to 

the will of his people, the aristocracy, or any other estate of 

the realm, including (in the view of some, especially in 

Protestant countries) the church. A weaker or more moderate 

form of this political theory does hold, however, that the king 

is subject to the church and the pope, although completely 

irreproachable in other ways; but according to this doctrine in 

its strong form, only God can judge an unjust king. The 
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doctrine implies that any attempt to depose the king or to 

restrict his powers runs contrary to the will of God and may 

constitute a sacrilegious act.  

One passage in scripture supporting the idea of the divine 

right of kings was used by Martin Luther, when urging the 

secular authorities to crush the Peasant Rebellion of 1525 in 

Germany in his Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of 

Peasants, basing his argument on St. Paul's Epistle to the 

Romans.  

It is related to the ancient Catholic philosophies regarding 

monarchy, in which the monarch is God's vicegerent upon the 

earth and therefore subject to no inferior power. However, in 

Roman Catholic jurisprudence, the monarch is always subject 

to natural and divine law, which are regarded as superior to 

the monarch.  

The possibility of monarchy declining morally, overturning 

natural law, and degenerating into a tyranny oppressive of the 

general welfare was answered theologically with the Catholic 

concept of extra-legal tyrannicide, ideally ratified by the pope. 

Until the unification of Italy, the Holy See did, from the time 

Christianity became the Roman state religion, assert on that 

ground its primacy over secular princes; however this exercise 

of power never, even at its zenith, amounted to theocracy, even 

in jurisdictions where the Bishop of Rome was the temporal 

authority.  
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Catholic justification for the divine rights 

Catholic thought justified submission to the monarchy by 

reference to the following:  

The Old Testament, in which God chose kings to rule over 

Israel, beginning with Saul who was then rejected by God in 

favour of David, whose dynasty continued (at least in the 

southern kingdom) until the Babylonian captivity. 

The New Testament, in which the first pope, St. Peter, 

commands that all Christians shall honour the Roman 

Emperor, even though, at that time, he was still a pagan 

emperor. St. Paul agreed with St. Peter that subjects should be 

obedient to the powers that be because they are appointed by 

God, as he wrote in his Epistle to the Romans. Likewise, Jesus 

Christ proclaims in the Gospel of Matthew that one should 

"Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's"; that is at 

first, literally, the payment of taxes as binding those who use 

the imperial currency. Jesus told Pontius Pilate that his 

authority as Roman governor of Judaea came from heaven 

according to John 19:10–11. 

The endorsement by the popes and the church of the line of 

emperors beginning with the Emperors Constantine and 

Theodosius, later the Eastern Roman emperors, and finally the 

Western Roman emperor, Charlemagne and his successors, the 

Catholic Holy Roman Emperors. 
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The French Huguenot nobles and clergy, having rejected the 

pope and the Catholic Church, were left only with the supreme 

power of the king who, they taught, could not be gainsaid or 

judged by anyone. Since there was no longer the countervailing 

power of the papacy and since the Church of England was a 

creature of the state and had become subservient to it, this 

meant that there was nothing to regulate the powers of the 

king, and he became an absolute power. In theory, divine, 

natural, customary, and constitutional law still held sway over 

the king, but, absent a superior spiritual power, it was difficult 

to see how they could be enforced since the king could not be 

tried by any of his own courts.  

Some of the symbolism within the coronation ceremony for 

British monarchs, in which they are anointed with holy oils by 

the Archbishop of Canterbury, thereby ordaining them to 

monarchy, perpetuates the ancient Roman Catholic 

monarchical ideas and ceremonial (although few Protestants 

realize this, the ceremony is nearly entirely based upon that of 

the Coronation of the Holy Roman Emperor). However, in the 

UK, the symbolism ends there since the real governing 

authority of the monarch was all but extinguished by the Whig 

revolution of 1688–89 (see Glorious Revolution). The king or 

queen of the United Kingdom is one of the last monarchs still 

to be crowned in the traditional Christian ceremonial, which in 

most other countries has been replaced by an inauguration or 

other declaration.  
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The concept of divine right incorporates, but exaggerates, the 

ancient Christian concept of "royal God-given rights", which 

teach that "the right to rule is anointed by God", although this 

idea is found in many other cultures, including Aryan and 

Egyptian traditions. In pagan religions, the king was often seen 

as a kind of god and so was an unchallengeable despot. The 

ancient Roman Catholic tradition overcame this idea with the 

doctrine of the "Two Swords" and so achieved, for the very first 

time, a balanced constitution for states. The advent of 

Protestantism saw something of a return to the idea of a mere 

unchallengeable despot.  

Thomas Aquinas condoned extra-legal tyrannicide in the worst 

of circumstances:  

When there is no recourse to a superior by whom judgment can 

be made about an invader, then he who slays a tyrant to 

liberate his fatherland is [to be] praised and receives a reward. 

—�Commentary on the Magister Sententiarum 

On the other hand, Aquinas forbade the overthrow of any 

morally, Christianly and spiritually legitimate king by his 

subjects. The only human power capable of deposing the king 

was the pope. The reasoning was that if a subject may 

overthrow his superior for some bad law, who was to be the 

judge of whether the law was bad? If the subject could so judge 

his own superior, then all lawful superior authority could 
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lawfully be overthrown by the arbitrary judgement of an 

inferior, and thus all law was under constant threat. Towards 

the end of the Middle Ages, many philosophers, such as 

Nicholas of Cusa and Francisco Suarez, propounded similar 

theories. The Church was the final guarantor that Christian 

kings would follow the laws and constitutional traditions of 

their ancestors and the laws of God and of justice. Similarly, 

the Chinese concept of Mandate of Heaven required that the 

emperor properly carry out the proper rituals and consult his 

ministers; however, this concept made it extremely difficult to 

undo any acts carried out by an ancestor.  

The French prelate Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet made a classic 

statement of the doctrine of divine right in a sermon preached 

before King Louis XIV: Les rois règnent par moi, dit la Sagesse 

éternelle: 'Per me reges regnant'; et de là nous devons conclure 

non seulement que les droits de la royauté sont établis par ses 

lois, mais que le choix des personnes est un effet de sa 

providence. Kings reign by Me, says Eternal Wisdom: 'Per me 

reges regnant' [in Latin]; and from that we must conclude not 

only that the rights of royalty are established by its laws, but 

also that the choice of persons [to occupy the throne] is an 

effect of its providence. 

Divine right and Protestantism 

Before the Reformation the anointed king was, within his 

realm, the accredited vicar of God for secular purposes (see the 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

135 

Investiture Controversy); after the Reformation he (or she if 

queen regnant) became this in Protestant states for religious 

purposes also.  

In England, it is not without significance that the sacerdotal 

vestments, generally discarded by the clergy – dalmatic, alb 

and stole – continued to be among the insignia of the sovereign 

(see Coronation of the British monarch). Moreover, this 

sacrosanct character he acquired not by virtue of his "sacring", 

but by hereditary right; the coronation, anointing and vesting 

were but the outward and visible symbol of a divine grace 

adherent in the sovereign by virtue of his title. Even Roman 

Catholic monarchs, like Louis XIV, would never have admitted 

that their coronation by the archbishop constituted any part of 

their title to reign; it was no more than the consecration of 

their title.  

In England the doctrine of the divine right of kings was 

developed to its most extreme logical conclusions during the 

political controversies of the 17th century; its most famous 

exponent was Sir Robert Filmer. It was the main issue to be 

decided by the English Civil War, the Royalists holding that 

"all Christian kings, princes and governors" derive their 

authority direct from God, the Parliamentarians that this 

authority is the outcome of a contract, actual or implied, 

between sovereign and people.  
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In one case the king's power would be unlimited, according to 

Louis XIV's famous saying: "L' état, c'est moi!", or limited only 

by his own free act; in the other his actions would be governed 

by the advice and consent of the people, to whom he would be 

ultimately responsible. The victory of this latter principle was 

proclaimed to all the world by the execution of Charles I. The 

doctrine of divine right, indeed, for a while drew nourishment 

from the blood of the royal "martyr"; it was the guiding 

principle of the Anglican Church of the Restoration; but it 

suffered a rude blow when James II of England made it 

impossible for the clergy to obey both their conscience and 

their king. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 made an end of it 

as a great political force. This has led to the constitutional 

development of the Crown in Britain, as held by descent 

modified and modifiable by parliamentary action.  

Divine right in Asia 

Zoroastrianism conceptions (Iranian world) 

Khvarenah (Avestan: 'x�arənah;' Persian: far ) is an Iranian 

and Zoroastrian concept, which literally means glory, about 

divine right of the kings. In the Iranian view, kings would 

never rule, unless Khvarenah is with them, and they will never 

fall unless Khvarenah leaves them. For example, according to 

the Kar-namag of Ardashir, when Ardashir I of Persia and 

Artabanus V of Parthia fought for the throne of Iran, on the 
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road Artabanus and his contingent are overtaken by an 

enormous ram, which is also following Ardashir. Artabanus's 

religious advisors explain to him that the ram is the 

manifestation of the khwarrah of the ancient Iranian kings, 

which is leaving Artabanus to join Ardashir.  

In early Mesopotamian culture, kings were often regarded as 

deities after their death. Shulgi of Ur was among the first 

Mesopotamian rulers to declare himself to be divine. This was 

the direct precursor to the concept of "Divine Right of kings", 

as well as in the Egyptian and Roman religions.  

Confucianism and Shintoism 

Concept of "Mandate of Heaven" 

The Mandate of Heaven is a Chinese political doctrine which 

asserted that heaven (天, Tian) bestows the mandate on a just 

ruler, the "Son of Heaven". However, the mandate is contingent 

on the just and able performance of the ruler. If a ruler was 

overthrown, this was interpreted as an indication that the 

ruler was unworthy, and had lost the mandate.  

Practice in China and East Asia 

In China and East Asia, rulers justified their rule with the 

philosophy of the Mandate of Heaven, which, although similar 

to the European concept, bore several key differences. While 
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the divine right of kings granted unconditional legitimacy, the 

Mandate of Heaven was dependent on the behaviour of the 

ruler, the Son of Heaven. Heaven would bless the authority of a 

just ruler, but it could be displeased with a despotic ruler and 

thus withdraw its mandate, transferring it to a more suitable 

and righteous person.  

The possibility of withdrawal of the mandate afforded 

legitimacy to revolutionary movements seeking to remove an 

errant ruler, whereas revolt was never legitimate under the 

European conception of divine right. In China, the right of 

rebellion against an unjust ruler had been a part of the 

political philosophy ever since the Zhou dynasty, whose rulers 

had used the conception of the Mandate of Heaven to justify 

their overthrow of the previous Shang dynasty. Chinese 

historians interpreted a successful revolt as evidence that the 

Mandate of Heaven had passed on to the new ruler.  

Practice in Japan 

In Japan, the Son of Heaven title was less conditional than its 

Chinese equivalent. There was no divine mandate that 

punished the emperor for failing to rule justly. The right to 

rule of the Japanese emperor, descended from the sun goddess 

Amaterasu, was absolute. The Japanese emperors traditionally 

wielded little secular power; generally, it was the duty of the 

sitting emperor to perform rituals and make public 

appearances, while true power was held by regents, high-
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ranking ministers, a commander-in-chief of the emperor's 

military known as the shōgun, or even retired emperors 

depending on the time period.  

Hinduism and Indic religions 

Indian origin religions (also called Dharmic or Indic religions) 

originated in the Indian subcontinent; namely Hinduism, and 

its later offshoots such as Jainism, Buddhism, and Sikhism. 

These religions are also all classified as Eastern religions. 

Although Indian religions are connected through the history of 

India, they constitute a wide range of religious communities, 

and are not confined to the Indian subcontinent. With ancient 

roots in the Indus Valley Civilisation, the documented history 

of Indian religions begin with the historical Vedic religion 

during the Vedic period which lasted from 1750 BCE to 500 

BCE. Various reform movements in Hinduism led to 

development of offshoots of Hinduism such as Jainism, 

Buddhism and Sikhism.  

Concept of "Chakravarti" 

"Chakravarti" refers to an ideal universal ruler especially in the 

sense of an imperial ruler of the entire Indian sub-continent 

(as in the case of the Maurya Empire).  

In Hinduism, the term generally denotes a powerful ruler 

whose dominion extended to the entire earth. In Buddhist 
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kingship and Jainism, the term generally applies to temporal 

as well as spiritual kingship and leadership.  

Concept of "Devaraja" 

The concept "devarā ja" grew out of Sanatana Dharma, in which 

the king was a divine universal ruler, a manifestation of Shri 

Bhagawan (often attributed to Shiva or Vishnu). The concept 

viewed the monarch to possess transcendental quality, the 

king as the living god on earth.  

The concept is closely related to the Bharati concept of 

Chakravartin (universal monarch). In politics, it is viewed as 

the divine justification of a king's rule.  

The concept was institutionalized and gained its elaborate 

manifestations in ancient Java and Kambujadesha, where 

monuments such as Prambanan and Angkor Wat were erected 

to celebrate the king's divine rule on earth.  

Indian Subcontinent 

"Chakravarti" kings of Indian subcontinent 

The first references to a Chakravala Chakravartin appear in 

monuments from the time of the early Maurya Empire, in the 

4th to 3rd century BCE, in reference to Chandragupta Maurya 

and his grandson Ashoka.  
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Ashoka, also known as Ashoka the Great, was an Indian 

emperor of the Maurya empire, who ruled almost all of the 

Indian subcontinent from c.�268 to 232 BCE. For the spread 

of Buddhism, he sent buddhist missions to 9 destinations, 

including Tibet and China, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia.  

"Devaraja" tamil kings 

In Dravidian culture, before Brahmanism and especially during 

the Sangam period, emperors were known as ����� (Iraiyer), 

or "those who spill", and kings were called ��� (Ko) or ���	 

(Kon). During this time, the distinction between kingship and 

godhood had not yet occurred, as the caste system had not yet 

been introduced. Even in Modern Tamil, the word for temple is 

'���
� ', meaning "king's house". Kings were understood to be 

the "agents of God", as they protected the world like God did. 

This may well have been continued post-Brahminism in 

Tamilakam, as the famous Thiruvalangadu inscription states:  

"Having noticed by the marks (on his body) that Arulmozhi was 

the very Vishnu" in reference to the Emperor Raja Raja Chola I. 

"Devaraja" kings in Indianized polities in Southeast Asia 

Indianised Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms of Southeast Asia 

deployed the Indian Hindu Brahmins scholars in their courts. 

Under the influence of the Brahmin scholars these kingdoms 

adopted the concept of deveraja. It was first adopted by the 
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Indianised Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms of Java. Khmer empire 

which ruled Cambodia and Vietnam and other parts of the 

nearby present day nations adopted it from the Javanese 

kings. Eventually, Thai kings adopted the concept from the 

nearby Khmer empire.  

Indonesian empires 

Indianised Hindu-Buddhist empires such as Srivijaya and 

Majapahit deployed the Indian Hindu Brahmins scholars in 

their courts, and through Brahmins these kingdoms adopted 

the concept of deveraja. It was first adopted by the Srivijaya 

and then the Indianised Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms of Java 

such as Majapahit, through them the concept of deveraja 

transmitted to the territories under their influence (present 

day Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Brunei, East 

Timur, parts of southern mainland Southeast Asia.  

The concept of devaraja or God King was the ancient 

Cambodian state religion, but it probably originated in Java 

where the Hindu influence first reached Southeast Asia. Circa 

8th century, Sailendras allegedly ruled over Java, Sumatra, the 

Malay Peninsula and parts of Cambodia. In ancient Java, since 

Sailendra dynasty. The concept of devaraja is believed to be 

introduced to Java in 732, when king Sanjaya installed a linga 

to consecrate a new Mataram Dynasty, as stated in Canggal 

inscription, thus the king seek Shiva's protection of his rule.  
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Even older Tarumanagara kingdom, the state religion regarded 

the king as god incarnated on earth. The Tarumanagara fifth 

century CE Ciaruteun inscription, inscribed with king's sole 

print, regarded King Purnawarman as incarnation of Vishnu on 

earth. The Kebon Kopi I inscription, also called Telapak 

Gajahstone, with an inscription and the engraving of two large 

elephant footprints, associated king's elephant ride as Airavata 

(elephant ride of God Indra), thus associated the king also with 

Indra.  

In Medang kingdom in Central Java, it is customary to erect 

candi (temple) to honor and sent the soul of a dead king. The 

image of god inside the garbhagriha (central chamber) of the 

temple often portrayed the deceased king as a god, as the soul 

of the dead king finally united with the revered god in 

svargaloka.  

Some archaeologists propose that the statue of Shiva in the 

garbhagriha of Prambanan main temple was modelled after 

King Balitung, serving as a depiction of his posthumous deified 

self. It is suggested that the concept of devaraja was the fusion 

of Hinduism with native Austronesianancestor worship. The 

11th century great king Airlangga of Kahuripan in East Java, 

was deified posthumously as Vishnu in Belahan temple. In 

Java, the tradition of divine king continued well to Kediri, 

Singhasari, and Majapahit kingdom in the 15th century.  
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After the coming of Islam in the archipelago and the fall of 

Majapahit, the concept of God-King were most likely ceased to 

exist in Java, since Islam rejects the concept of divinity in 

mortal human being. Yet the concept survived in traditional 

Javanese mysticism of Kejawen as wahyu, suggesting that 

every king and rulers in Java was bestowed wahyu, a divine 

authority and mandate from God.  

Khmer empire of Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos 

Khmer empire followed the Hindu concept of divine devaraja 

kingship which they had adopted from the Indianised Hindu 

Javanese Majapahitempire.  

In ancient Cambodia, devarāja is recognized as the state's 

institutionalized religion. The Cambodian the cult of the "god-

king" is believed to be established early in the 9th century by 

Jayavarman II, founder of the Khmer empire of Angkor, with 

the brahmin scholar Sivakaivalya as his first chief priest at 

Mahendraparvata. For centuries, the cult provided the 

religious basis of the royal authority of the Khmer kings.  

In a Khmer context the term was used in the latter sense as 

"god-king", but occurs only in the Sanskrit portion of the 

inscription K. 235 from Sdok Kak Thom / Sdok Kăk Thoṃ (in 

modern Thailand) dated 8 February 1053 CE, referring to the 

Khmer term kamrateṅ jagat ta rā ja ("Lord of the Universe who 

is King") describing the protective deity of the Khmer Empire, a 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

145 

distinctly Khmer deity, which was mentioned before in the 

inscription K. 682 of Chok Gargyar (Kòṃ Ker) dated 921/22 CE.  

Khmer emperor Jayavarman II is widely regarded as the king 

that set the foundation of the Angkor period in Cambodian 

history, beginning with the grandiose consecration ritual 

conducted by Jayavarman II (reign 790-835) in 802 on sacred 

Mount Mahendraparvata, now known as Phnom Kulen, to 

celebrate the independence of Kambuja from Javanese 

dominion (presumably the "neighboring Chams", or chvea).  

At that ceremony Prince Jayavarman II was proclaimed a 

universal monarch (Kamraten jagad ta Raja in Cambodian) or 

God King (Deva Raja in Sanskrit).  

According to some sources, Jayavarman II had resided for 

some time in Java during the reign of Sailendras, or "The Lords 

of Mountains", hence the concept of Devaraja or God King was 

ostensibly imported from Java.  

At that time, Sailendras allegedly ruled over Java, Sumatra, 

the Malay Peninsula and parts of Cambodia. An inscription 

from the Sdok Kak Thom temple recounts that at 

Mahendraparvata, Jayavarman II took part in a ritual by the 

Brahman Hiranyadama, and his chief priest Lord Sivakaivalya, 

known as devaraja (Khmer: េទ វ ��) which placed him as a 

chakravartin, Lord of the Universe.  
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Thailand 

This concept of "" (Thai: เทวราชา) (or "divine king") was adopted by 

the Thai kings from the ancient Khmer tradition of devaraja 

followed in the region, and the Hindu concept of kingship was 

applied to the status of the Thai king. The concept centered on 

the idea that the king was an incarnation (avatar) of the god 

Vishnu and that he was a Bodhisattva (enlightened one), 

therefore basing his power on his religious power, his moral 

power, and his purity of blood. Brahmins took charge in the 

royal coronation. The king was treated as a reincarnation of 

Hindu gods. Ayutthaya historical documents show the official 

titles of the kings in great variation: Indra, Shiva and Vishnu, 

or Rama. Seemingly, Rama was the most popular, as in 

"Ramathibodhi". However, Buddhist influence was also evident, 

as many times the king's title and "unofficial" name 

"Dhammaraja", an abbreviation of the Buddhist Dharmaraja. 

The two former concepts were re-established, with a third, 

older concept taking hold.  

The king, portrayed by state interests as a semi-divine figure, 

then became—through a rigid cultural implementation—an 

object of worship and veneration to his people. From then on 

the monarchy was largely removed from the people and 

continued under a system of absolute rule. Living in palaces 

designed after Mount Meru ("home of the gods" in Hinduism), 

the kings turned themselves into a "Chakravartin", where the 
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king became an absolute and universal lord of his realm. Kings 

demanded that the universe be envisioned as revolving around 

them, and expressed their powers through elaborate rituals 

and ceremonies. For four centuries these kings ruled 

Ayutthaya, presiding over some of the greatest period of 

cultural, economic, and military growth in Thai History.  

Rajas and Sultans of Indianized polities in Southeast 

Asia 

In the Malay Annals, the rajas and sultans of the Malay States 

(today Malaysia, Brunei and Philippines) as well as their 

predecessors, such as the Indonesian kingdom of Majapahit, 

also claimed divine right to rule. The sultan is mandated by 

God and thus is expected to lead his country and people in 

religious matters, ceremonies as well as prayers. This divine 

right is called Daulat (which means 'state' in Arabic), and 

although the notion of divine right is somewhat obsolete, it is 

still found in the phrase Daulat Tuanku that is used to publicly 

acclaim the reigning Yang di-Pertuan Agong and the other 

sultans of Malaysia. The exclamation is similar to the 

European "Long live the King", and often accompanies pictures 

of the reigning monarch and his consort on banners during 

royal occasions. In Indonesia, especially on the island of Java, 

the sultan's divine right is more commonly known as the way, 

or 'revelation', but it is not hereditary and can be passed on to 

distant relatives.  
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Opposition to the divine right of 

kings 

In the sixteenth century, both Catholic and Protestant political 

thinkers alike began to question the idea of a monarch's 

"divine right".  

The Spanish Catholic historian Juan de Mariana put forward 

the argument in his book De rege et regis institutione (1598) 

that since society was formed by a "pact" among all its 

members, "there can be no doubt that they are able to call a 

king to account". Mariana thus challenged divine right theories 

by stating in certain circumstances, tyrannicide could be 

justified. Cardinal Robert Bellarmine also "did not believe that 

the institute of monarchy had any divine sanction" and shared 

Mariana's belief that there were times where Catholics could 

lawfully remove a monarch.  

Among groups of English Protestant exiles fleeing from Queen 

Mary I, some of the earliest anti-monarchist publications 

emerged. "Weaned off uncritical royalism by the actions of 

Queen Mary... The political thinking of men like Ponet, Knox, 

Goodman and Hales."  

In 1553, Mary I, a Roman Catholic, succeeded her Protestant 

half-brother, Edward VI, to the English throne. Mary set about 

trying to restore Roman Catholicism by making sure that: 
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Edward's religious laws were abolished in the Statute of Repeal 

Act (1553); the Protestant religious laws passed in the time of 

Henry VIII were repealed; and the Revival of the Heresy Acts 

were passed in 1554. The Marian Persecutions began soon 

afterwards. In January 1555, the first of nearly 300 

Protestants were burnt at the stake under "Bloody Mary". When 

Thomas Wyatt the Younger instigated what became known as 

Wyatt's rebellion, John Ponet, the highest-ranking ecclesiastic 

among the exiles, allegedly participated in the uprising. He 

escaped to Strasbourg after the Rebellion's defeat and, the 

following year, he published A Shorte Treatise of Politike Power, 

in which he put forward a theory of justified opposition to 

secular rulers.  

"Ponet's treatise comes first in a new wave of anti-monarchical 

writings... It has never been assessed at its true importance, 

for it antedates by several years those more brilliantly 

expressed but less radical Huguenot writings which have 

usually been taken to represent the Tyrannicide-theories of the 

Reformation."  

Ponet's pamphlet was republished on the eve of King Charles 

I's execution.  

According to U.S. President John Adams, Ponet's work 

contained "all the essential principles of liberty, which were 

afterward dilated on by Sidney and Locke", including the idea 

of a three-branched government.  
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In due course, opposition to the divine right of kings came 

from a number of sources, including poet John Milton in his 

pamphlet The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, and Thomas 

Paine in his pamphlet Common Sense. Probably the two most 

famous declarations of a right to revolution against tyranny in 

the English language are John Locke's Essay concerning The 

True Original, Extent, and End of Civil-Government and Thomas 

Jefferson's formulation in the United States Declaration of 

Independence that "all men are created equal".  

  



Chapter 5 

French Revolution 

The French Revolution (French: Révolution 

française[�ev�lysj��  f���s�ː z]) was a period of fundamental 

political and societal change in France that began with the 

Estates General of 1789 and ended in November 1799 with the 

formation of the French Consulate. Many of its ideas are 

considered fundamental principles of liberal democracy, while 

phrases like Liberté, égalité, fraternité reappeared in other 

revolts, such as the 1917 Russian Revolution. and inspired 

campaigns for the abolition of slavery and universal suffrage. 

Its values and institutions dominate French politics to this 

day, and many historians regard the Revolution as one of the 

most important events in Western history.  

Between 1700 and 1789, the French population increased from 

18 million to 26 million, leading to large numbers of 

unemployed, accompanied by sharp increases in food prices 

caused by years of bad harvests.  

Widespread social distress led to the convocation of the 

Estates General in May 1789, the first since 1614. In June, the 

Estates were converted into a National Assembly, which passed 

a series of radical measures, among them the abolition of 

feudalism, state control of the Catholic Church and extending 

the right to vote.  
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The next three years were dominated by the struggle for 

political control, exacerbated by economic depression and 

social unrest. External powers like Austria, Britain and 

Prussia viewed the Revolution as a threat, leading to the 

outbreak of the French Revolutionary Wars in April 1792. 

Disillusionment with Louis XVI led to the establishment of the 

First French Republic on 22 September 1792, followed by his 

execution in January 1793. In June, an uprising in Paris 

replaced the Girondins who dominated the National Assembly 

with the Committee of Public Safety, headed by Maximilien 

Robespierre.  

This sparked the Reign of Terror, an attempt to eradicate 

alleged "counter-revolutionaries"; by the time it ended in July 

1794, over 16,600 had been executed in Paris and the 

provinces. As well as external enemies, the Republic faced a 

series of internal Royalist and Jacobin revolts; in order to deal 

with these, the French Directory took power in November 1795. 

Despite military success, the war led to economic stagnation 

and internal divisions, and in November 1799 the Directory 

was replaced by the Consulate; this point is generally seen as 

ending the Revolutionary period.  

Causes 

The underlying causes of the French Revolution are generally 

seen as arising from the failure of the Ancien Régime to manage 
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social and economic inequality. Rapid population growth and 

the inability to adequately finance government debt resulted in 

economic depression, unemployment and high food prices. 

These combined with a regressive tax system and resistance to 

reform by the ruling elite to produce a crisis Louis XVI proved 

unable to manage.  

At the same time, discussion of these issues and political 

dissent had become part of wider European society, rather 

than confined to a small elite. This took different forms, such 

as the English 'coffeehouse culture', and extended to areas 

colonised by Europeans, particularly British North America. 

Contacts between diverse groups in Edinburgh, Geneva, 

Boston, Amsterdam, Paris, London or Vienna were much 

greater than often appreciated.  

Transnational elites who shared ideas and styles were not new; 

what changed was their extent and the numbers involved. 

Under Louis XIV, the Court at Versailles was the centre of 

culture, fashion and political power. Improvements in 

education and literacy over the course of the 18th century 

meant larger audiences for newspapers and journals, with 

Masonic lodges, coffee houses and reading clubs providing 

areas where people could debate and discuss ideas. The 

emergence of this so-called "public sphere" led to Paris 

replacing Versailles as the cultural and intellectual centre, 

leaving the Court isolated and less able to influence opinion.  
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In addition to these social changes, the French population 

grew from 18 million in 1700 to 26 million in 1789, making it 

the most populous state in Europe; Paris had over 600,000 

inhabitants, of whom roughly one third were either 

unemployed or had no regular work. Inefficient agricultural 

methods meant domestic farmers struggled to grow enough 

food to support these numbers, while primitive transportation 

networks made it hard to maintain supplies even when there 

was sufficient. As a result, food prices rose by 65% between 

1770 and 1790, while real wages increased by only 22%. Such 

shortages were damaging for the regime, since many blamed 

price increases on government failure to prevent profiteering. 

By the spring of 1789, a poor harvest followed by a severe 

winter had created a rural Peasantry with nothing to sell, and 

an urban proletariat whose purchasing power had collapsed.  

The other major drag on the economy was state debt. 

Traditional views of the French Revolution often attribute the 

financial crisis to the costs of the 1778–1783 Anglo-French 

War, but modern economic studies show this is only a partial 

explanation. In 1788, the ratio of debt to gross national income 

in France was 55.6%, compared to 181.8% in Britain, and 

although French borrowing costs were higher, the percentage 

of revenue devoted to interest payments was roughly the same 

in both countries. One historian concludes "neither the level of 

French state debt in 1788, or its previous history, can be 
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considered an explanation for the outbreak of revolution in 

1789".  

The chief problem was that taxes were predominantly paid by 

the urban and rural poor, while attempts to share the burden 

more equally were blocked by the regional parlements which 

controlled financial policy. The resulting impasse in the face of 

widespread economic distress led to the calling of the Estates-

General, which became radicalised by the struggle for control 

of public finances. Although not indifferent to the crisis, when 

faced with opposition Louis XVI tended to back down. The 

court became the target of popular anger, especially Queen 

Marie-Antoinette, who was viewed as a spendthrift Austrian 

spy, and blamed for the dismissal of 'progressive' ministers 

like Jacques Necker. For their opponents, Enlightenment ideas 

on equality and democracy provided an intellectual framework 

for dealing with these issues, while the American Revolution 

was seen as confirmation of their practical application.  

Crisis of the Ancien Régime 

Financial crisis 

The French state faced a series of budgetary crises during the 

18th century, caused primarily by structural deficiencies 

rather than lack of resources. Unlike Britain, where Parliament 

determined both expenditures and taxes, in France, the Crown 
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controlled spending, but not revenue. National taxes could only 

be approved by the Estates-General, which had not sat since 

1614; its revenue functions had been assumed by regional 

parlements, the most powerful being the Parlement de Paris' 

(see Map). 

Although willing to authorise one-time taxes, these bodies were 

reluctant to pass long-term measures, while collection was 

outsourced to private individuals. This significantly reduced 

the yield from those that were approved and as a result, France 

struggled to service its debt despite being larger and wealthier 

than Britain. Following partial default in 1770, reforms were 

instituted by Turgot, the Finance Minister, which by 1776 had 

balanced the budget and reduced government borrowing costs 

from 12% per year to under 6%. Despite this success, he was 

dismissed in May 1776 after arguing France could not afford 

intervention in North America.  

He was succeeded by Swiss Protestant Jacques Necker, who 

was replaced in 1781 by Charles de Calonne. The war was 

financed by state debt, creating a large rentier class who lived 

on the interest, primarily members of the French nobility or 

commercial classes. By 1785 the government was struggling to 

cover these payments and since default would ruin much of 

French society, this meant increasing taxes. When the 

parlements refused to comply, Calonne persuaded Louis to 

summon the Assembly of Notables, an advisory council 
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dominated by the upper nobility. The council refused, arguing 

this could only be approved by the Estates, and in May 1787 

Calonne was replaced by the man responsible, de Brienne, a 

former archbishop of Toulouse. By 1788, debt owed by the 

French Crown totalled an unprecedented 4.5 billion livres, 

while devaluing the coinage caused runaway inflation. In an 

effort to resolve the crisis, Necker was re-appointed Finance 

Minister in August 1788 but was unable to reach an agreement 

on how to increase revenue and in May 1789 Louis summoned 

the Estates-General for the first time in over a hundred and 

fifty years.  

Estates-General of 1789 

The Estates-General was divided into three parts; the First for 

members of the clergy, Second for the nobility, and Third for 

the "commons". Each sat separately, enabling the First and 

Second Estates to outvote the Third, despite representing less 

than 5% of the population, while both were largely exempt from 

tax.  

In the 1789 elections, the First Estate returned 303 deputies, 

representing 100,000 Catholic clergy; nearly 10% of French 

lands were owned directly by individual bishops and 

monasteries, in addition to tithes paid by peasants. More than 

two-thirds of the clergy lived on less than 500 livres per year, 

and were often closer to the urban and rural poor than those 

elected for the Third Estate, where voting was restricted to 
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male French taxpayers, aged 25 or over. As a result, half of the 

610 deputies elected to the Third Estate in 1789 were lawyers 

or local officials, nearly a third businessmen, while fifty-one 

were wealthy land owners.  

The Second Estate elected 291 deputies, representing about 

400,000 men and women, who owned about 25% of the land 

and collected seigneurial dues and rents from their tenants. 

Like the clergy, this was not a uniform body, and was divided 

into the noblesse d'épée, or traditional aristocracy, and the 

noblesse de robe. The latter derived rank from judicial or 

administrative posts and tended to be hard-working 

professionals, who dominated the regional parlements and were 

often intensely socially conservative.  

To assist delegates, each region completed a list of grievances, 

known as Cahiers de doléances. Although they contained ideas 

that would have seemed radical only months before, most 

supported the monarchy, and assumed the Estates-General 

would agree to financial reforms, rather than fundamental 

constitutional change. The lifting of press censorship allowed 

widespread distribution of political writings, mostly written by 

liberal members of the aristocracy and upper middle-class. 

Abbé Sieyès, a political theorist and priest elected to the Third 

Estate, argued it should take precedence over the other two as 

it represented 95% of the population.  



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

159 

The Estates-General convened in the Menus-Plaisirs du Roi on 

5 May 1789, near the Palace of Versailles rather than in Paris; 

the choice of location was interpreted as an attempt to control 

their debates. As was customary, each Estate assembled in 

separate rooms, whose furnishings and opening ceremonies 

deliberately emphasised the superiority of the First and Second 

Estates. They also insisted on enforcing the rule that only 

those who owned land could sit as deputies for the Second 

Estate, and thus excluded the immensely popular Comte de 

Mirabeau.  

As separate assemblies meant the Third Estate could always be 

outvoted by the other two, Sieyès sought to combine all three. 

His method was to require all deputies be approved by the 

Estates-General as a whole, instead of each Estate verifying its 

own members. Since this meant the legitimacy of deputies 

derived from the Estates-General, they would have to continue 

sitting as one body. After an extended stalemate, on 10 June 

the Third Estate proceeded to verify its own deputies, a process 

completed on 17 June; two days later, they were joined by over 

100 members of the First Estate, and declared themselves the 

National Assembly. The remaining deputies from the other two 

Estates were invited to join, but the Assembly made it clear 

they intended to legislate with or without their support.  

In an attempt to prevent the Assembly from convening, Louis 

XVI ordered the Salle des États closed down, claiming it needed 
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to be prepared for a royal speech. On 20 June, the Assembly 

met in a tennis court outside Versailles and swore not to 

disperse until a new constitution had been agreed. Messages of 

support poured in from Paris and other cities; by 27 June, they 

had been joined by the majority of the First Estate, plus forty-

seven members of the Second, and Louis backed down.  

Constitutional monarchy (July 1789 

– September 1792) 

Abolition of the Ancien Régime 

Even these limited reforms went too far for Marie Antoinette 

and Louis' younger brother the Comte d'Artois; on their advice, 

Louis dismissed Necker again as chief minister on 11 July. On 

12 July, the Assembly went into a non-stop session after 

rumours circulated he was planning to use the Swiss Guards 

to force it to close. The news brought crowds of protestors into 

the streets, and soldiers of the elite Gardes Françaises 

regiment refused to disperse them.  

On the 14th, many of these soldiers joined the mob in 

attacking the Bastille, a royal fortress with large stores of arms 

and ammunition. The governor de Launay surrendered after 

several hours of fighting that cost the lives of 83 attackers. 

Taken to the Hôtel de Ville, he was executed, his head placed 

on a pike and paraded around the city; the fortress was then 
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torn down in a remarkably short time. Although rumoured to 

hold many prisoners, the Bastille held only seven: four forgers, 

two noblemen held for "immoral behaviour", and a murder 

suspect. Nevertheless, as a potent symbol of the Ancien 

Régime, its destruction was viewed as a triumph and Bastille 

Day is still celebrated every year.  

Alarmed by the prospect of losing control of the capital, Louis 

appointed Lafayette commander of the National Guard, with 

Jean-Sylvain Bailly as head of a new administrative structure 

known as the Commune. On 17 July, he visited Paris 

accompanied by 100 deputies, where he was greeted by Bailly 

and accepted a tricolorecockade to loud cheers. However, it 

was clear power had shifted from his court; he was welcomed 

as 'Louis XVI, father of the French and king of a free people.'  

The short-lived unity enforced on the Assembly by a common 

threat quickly dissipated. Deputies argued over constitutional 

forms, while civil authority rapidly deteriorated. On 22 July, 

former Finance Minister Joseph Foullon and his son were 

lynched by a Parisian mob, and neither Bailly nor Lafayette 

could prevent it. In rural areas, wild rumours and paranoia 

resulted in the formation of militia and an agrarian 

insurrection known as la Grande Peur. The breakdown of law 

and order and frequent attacks on aristocratic property led 

much of the nobility to flee abroad. These émigrés funded 
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reactionary forces within France and urged foreign monarchs 

to back a counter-revolution.  

In response, the Assembly published the August Decrees which 

abolished feudalism and other privileges held by the nobility, 

notably exemption from tax. Other decrees included equality 

before the law, opening public office to all, freedom of worship, 

and cancellation of special privileges held by provinces and 

towns. Over 25% of French farmland was subject to feudal 

dues, which provided most of the income for large landowners; 

these were now cancelled, along with tithes due to the church. 

The intention was for tenants to pay compensation for these 

losses but the majority refused to comply and the obligation 

was cancelled in 1793.  

With the suspension of the 13 regional parlements in 

November, the key institutional pillars of the old regime had all 

been abolished in less than four months. From its early stages, 

the Revolution therefore displayed signs of its radical nature; 

what remained unclear was the constitutional mechanism for 

turning intentions into practical applications.  

Creating a new constitution 

Assisted by Thomas Jefferson, Lafayette prepared a draft 

constitution known as the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

of the Citizen, which echoed some of the provisions of the 

Declaration of Independence. However France had reached no 
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consensus on the role of the Crown, and until this question 

was settled, it was impossible to create political institutions. 

When presented to the legislative committee on 11 July, it was 

rejected by pragmatists such as Jean Joseph Mounier, 

President of the Assembly, who feared creating expectations 

that could not be satisfied.  

After editing by Mirabeau, it was published on 26 August as a 

statement of principle. It contained provisions considered 

radical in any European society, let alone 1789 France, and 

while historians continue to debate responsibility for its 

wording, most agree the reality is a mix. Although Jefferson 

made major contributions to Lafayette's draft, he himself 

acknowledged an intellectual debt to Montesquieu, and the 

final version was significantly different. French historian 

Georges Lefebvre argues that combined with the elimination of 

privilege and feudalism, it "highlighted equality in a way the 

(American Declaration of Independence) did not".  

More importantly, the two differed in intent; Jefferson saw the 

US Constitution and Bill of Rights as fixing the political system 

at a specific point in time, claiming they 'contained no original 

thought...but expressed the American mind' at that stage. The 

1791 French Constitution was viewed as a starting point, the 

Declaration providing an aspirational vision, a key difference 

between the two Revolutions. Attached as a preamble to the 

French Constitution of 1791, and that of the 1870 to 1940 
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French Third Republic, it was incorporated into the current 

Constitution of France in 1958.  

Discussions continued. Mounier, supported by conservatives 

like Gérard de Lally-Tollendal, wanted a bicameral system, 

with an upper house appointed by the king, who would have 

the right of veto. On 10 September, the majority led by Sieyès 

and Talleyrand rejected this in favour of a single assembly, 

while Louis retained only a "suspensive veto"; this meant he 

could delay the implementation of a law, but not block it. On 

this basis, a new committee was convened to agree on a 

constitution; the most controversial issue was citizenship, 

linked to the debate on the balance between individual rights 

and obligations. Ultimately, the 1791 Constitution 

distinguished between 'active citizens' who held political 

rights, defined as French males over the age of 25, who paid 

direct taxes equal to three days' labour, and 'passive citizens', 

who were restricted to 'civil rights'. As a result, it was never 

fully accepted by radicals in the Jacobin club.  

Food shortages and the worsening economy caused frustration 

at the lack of progress, and the Parisian working-class, or sans 

culottes, became increasingly restive. This came to a head in 

late September, when the Flanders Regiment arrived in 

Versailles to take over as the royal bodyguard and in line with 

normal practice were welcomed with a ceremonial banquet. 

Popular anger was fuelled by press descriptions of this as a 
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'gluttonous orgy', and claims the tricolor cockade had been 

abused. The arrival of these troops was also viewed as an 

attempt to intimidate the Assembly.  

On 5 October 1789, crowds of women assembled outside the 

Hôtel de Ville, urging action to reduce prices and improve 

bread supplies. These protests quickly turned political, and 

after seizing weapons stored at the Hôtel de Ville, some 7,000 

marched on Versailles, where they entered the Assembly to 

present their demands. They were followed by 15,000 members 

of the National Guard under Lafayette, who tried to dissuade 

them, but took command when it became clear they would 

desert if he did not grant their request.  

When the National Guard arrived later that evening, Lafayette 

persuaded Louis the safety of his family required relocation to 

Paris. Next morning, some of the protestors broke into the 

Royal apartments, searching for Marie Antoinette, who 

escaped.  

They ransacked the palace, killing several guards. Although 

the situation remained tense, order was eventually restored, 

and the Royal family and Assembly left for Paris, escorted by 

the National Guard. Announcing his acceptance of the August 

Decrees and the Declaration, Louis committed to constitutional 

monarchy, and his official title changed from 'King of France' 

to 'King of the French'.  
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Revolution and the church 

Historian John McManners argues "in eighteenth-century 

France, throne and altar were commonly spoken of as in close 

alliance; their simultaneous collapse... would one day provide 

the final proof of their interdependence." One suggestion is 

that after a century of persecution, some French Protestants 

actively supported an anti-Catholic regime, a resentment 

fuelled by Enlightenment thinkers such as Voltaire. 

Philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote it was "manifestly 

contrary to the law of nature... that a handful of people should 

gorge themselves with superfluities while the hungry multitude 

goes in want of necessities."  

The Revolution caused a massive shift of power from the 

Catholic Church to the state; although the extent of religious 

belief has been questioned, elimination of tolerance for 

religious minorities meant by 1789 being French also meant 

being Catholic. The church was the largest individual 

landowner in France, controlling nearly 10% of all estates and 

levied tithes, effectively a 10% tax on income, collected from 

peasant farmers in the form of crops. In return, it provided a 

minimal level of social support.  

The August decrees abolished tithes, and on 2 November the 

Assembly confiscated all church property, the value of which 

was used to back a new paper currency known as assignats. In 

return, the state assumed responsibilities such as paying the 
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clergy and caring for the poor, the sick and the orphaned. On 

13 February 1790, religious orders and monasteries were 

dissolved, while monks and nuns were encouraged to return to 

private life.  

The Civil Constitution of the Clergy of 12 July 1790 made them 

employees of the state, as well as establishing rates of pay and 

a system for electing priests and bishops. Pope Pius VI and 

many French Catholics objected to this since it denied the 

authority of the Pope over the French Church. In October, 

thirty bishopswrote a declaration denouncing the law, further 

fuelling opposition.  

When clergy were required to swear loyalty to the Civil 

Constitution in November 1790, it split the church between the 

24% who complied, and the majority who refused. This 

stiffened popular resistance against state interference, 

especially in traditionally Catholic areas such as Normandy, 

Brittany and the Vendée, where only a few priests took the 

oath and the civilian population turned against the revolution. 

The result was state-led persecution of "Refractory clergy", 

many of whom were forced into exile, deported, or executed.  

Political divisions 

The period from October 1789 to spring 1791 is usually seen 

as one of relative tranquility, when some of the most important 

legislative reforms were enacted. While certainly true, many 
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provincial areas experienced conflict over the source of 

legitimate authority, where officers of the Ancien Régime had 

been swept away, but new structures were not yet in place. 

This was less obvious in Paris, since the formation of the 

National Guard made it the best policed city in Europe, but 

growing disorder in the provinces inevitably affected members 

of the Assembly.  

Centrists led by Sieyès, Lafayette, Mirabeau and Bailly created 

a majority by forging consensus with monarchiens like 

Mounier, and independents including Adrien Duport, Barnave 

and Alexandre Lameth. At one end of the political spectrum, 

reactionaries like Cazalès and Maury denounced the Revolution 

in all its forms, with extremists like Maximilien Robespierre at 

the other. He and Jean-Paul Marat gained increasing support 

for opposing the criteria for 'active citizens', which had 

disenfranchised much of the Parisian proletariat. In January 

1790, the National Guard tried to arrest Marat for denouncing 

Lafayette and Bailly as 'enemies of the people'.  

On 14 July 1790, celebrations were held throughout France 

commemorating the fall of the Bastille, with participants 

swearing an oath of fidelity to 'the nation, the law and the 

king.' The Fête de la Fédération in Paris was attended by Louis 

XVI and his family, with Talleyrand performing a mass. Despite 

this show of unity, the Assembly was increasingly divided, 

while external players like the Paris Commune and National 
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Guard competed for power. One of the most significant was the 

Jacobin club; originally a forum for general debate, by August 

1790 it had over 150 members, split into different factions.  

The Assembly continued to develop new institutions; in 

September 1790, the regional Parlements were abolished and 

their legal functions replaced by a new independent judiciary, 

with jury trials for criminal cases. However, moderate deputies 

were uneasy at popular demands for universal suffrage, labour 

unions and cheap bread, and over the winter of 1790 and 

1791, they passed a series of measures intended to disarm 

popular radicalism. These included exclusion of poorer citizens 

from the National Guard, limits on use of petitions and 

posters, and the June 1791 Le Chapelier Law suppressing 

trade guilds and any form of worker organisation. The 

traditional force for preserving law and order was the army, 

which was increasingly divided between officers, who largely 

came from the nobility, and ordinary soldiers. In August 1790, 

the loyalist General Bouillé suppressed a serious mutiny at 

Nancy; although congratulated by the Assembly, he was 

criticised by Jacobin radicals for the severity of his actions. 

Growing disorder meant many professional officers either left 

or became émigrés, further destabilising the institution.  

Varennes and after 

Held in the Tuileries Palace under virtual house arrest, Louis 

XVI was urged by his brother and wife to re-assert his 
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independence by taking refuge with Bouillé, who was based at 

Montmédy with 10,000 soldiers considered loyal to the Crown. 

The royal family left the palace in disguise on the night of 20 

June 1791; late the next day, Louis was recognised as he 

passed through Varennes, arrested and taken back to Paris. 

The attempted escape had a profound impact on public 

opinion; since it was clear Louis had been seeking refuge in 

Austria, the Assembly now demanded oaths of loyalty to the 

regime, and began preparing for war, while fear of 'spies and 

traitors' became pervasive. 

Despite calls to replace the monarchy with a republic, Louis 

retained his position but was generally regarded with acute 

suspicion and forced to swear allegiance to the constitution. A 

new decree stated retracting this oath, making war upon the 

nation, or permitting anyone to do so in his name would be 

considered abdication. However, radicals led by Jacques Pierre 

Brissot prepared a petition demanding his deposition, and on 

17 July, an immense crowd gathered in the Champ de Mars to 

sign. Led by Lafayette, the National Guard was ordered to 

"preserve public order" and responded to a barrage of stones by 

firing into the crowd, killing between 13 and 50 people.  

The massacre badly damaged Lafayette's reputation; the 

authorities responded by closing radical clubs and newspapers, 

while their leaders went into exile or hiding, including Marat. 

On 27 August, Emperor Leopold II and Frederick William II of 
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Prussia issued the Declaration of Pillnitz declaring their 

support for Louis, and hinting at an invasion of France on his 

behalf. In reality, Leopold and Frederick had met to discuss 

the Partitions of Poland, and the Declaration was primarily 

made to satisfy Comte d'Artois and other émigrés. 

Nevertheless, the threat rallied popular support behind the 

regime.  

Based on a motion proposed by Robespierre, existing deputies 

were barred from elections held in early September for the 

French Legislative Assembly. Although Robespierre himself was 

one of those excluded, his support in the clubs gave him a 

political power base not available to Lafayette and Bailly, who 

resigned respectively as head of the National Guard and the 

Paris Commune. The new laws were gathered together in the 

1791 Constitution, and submitted to Louis XVI, who pledged to 

defend it "from enemies at home and abroad". On 30 

September, the Constituent Assembly was dissolved, and the 

Legislative Assembly convened the next day.  

Fall of the monarchy 

The Legislative Assembly is often dismissed by historians as an 

ineffective body, compromised by divisions over the role of the 

monarchy which were exacerbated by Louis' resistance to 

limitations on his powers and attempts to reverse them using 

external support. Restricting the franchise to those who paid a 

minimum amount of tax meant only 4 out of 6 million 
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Frenchmen over 25 were able to vote; it largely excluded the 

sans culottes or urban working class, who increasingly saw the 

new regime as failing to meet their demands for bread and 

work.  

This meant the new constitution was opposed by significant 

elements inside and outside the Assembly, itself split into 

three main groups. 245 members were affiliated with Barnave's 

Feuillants, constitutional monarchists who considered the 

Revolution had gone far enough, while another 136 were 

Jacobin leftists who supported a republic, led by Brissot and 

usually referred to as Brissotins. The remaining 345 belonged 

to La Plaine, a central faction who switched votes depending on 

the issue; many of whom shared Brissotins suspicions as to 

Louis' commitment to the Revolution. After Louis officially 

accepted the new Constitution, one response was recorded as 

being "Vive le roi, s'il est de bon foi!", or "Long live the king – if 

he keeps his word".  

Although a minority, the Brissotins control of key committees 

allowed them to focus on two issues, both intended to portray 

Louis as hostile to the Revolution by provoking him into using 

his veto. The first concerned émigrés; between October and 

November, the Assembly approved measures confiscating their 

property and threatening them with the death penalty. The 

second was non-juring priests, whose opposition to the Civil 

Constitution led to a state of near civil war in southern France, 
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which Bernave tried to defuse by relaxing the more punitive 

provisions. On 29 November, the Assembly passed a decree 

giving refractory clergy eight days to comply, or face charges of 

'conspiracy against the nation', which even Robespierre viewed 

as too far, too soon. As expected, Louis vetoed both.  

Accompanying this was a campaign for war against Austria and 

Prussia, also led by Brissot, whose aims have been interpreted 

as a mixture of cynical calculation and revolutionary idealism. 

While exploiting popular anti-Austrianism, it reflected a 

genuine belief in exporting the values of political liberty and 

popular sovereignty. Ironically, Marie Antoinette headed a 

faction within the court that also favoured war, seeing it as a 

way to win control of the military, and restore royal authority. 

In December 1791, Louis made a speech in the Assembly giving 

foreign powers a month to disband the émigrés or face war, 

which was greeted with enthusiasm by supporters and 

suspicion from opponents.  

Bernave's inability to build a consensus in the Assembly 

resulted in the appointment of a new government, chiefly 

composed of Brissotins. On 20 April 1792 the French 

Revolutionary Wars began when France armies attacked 

Austrian and Prussian forces along their borders, before 

suffering a series of disastrous defeats. In an effort to mobilise 

popular support, the government ordered non-juring priests to 

swear the oath or be deported, dissolved the Constitutional 
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Guard and replaced it with 20,000 fédérés; Louis agreed to 

disband the Guard, but vetoed the other two proposals, while 

Lafayette called on the Assembly to suppress the clubs.  

Popular anger increased when details of the Brunswick 

Manifesto reached Paris on 1 August, threatening 

'unforgettable vengeance' should any oppose the Allies in 

seeking to restore the power of the monarchy. On the morning 

of 10 August, a combined force of Parisian National Guard and 

provincial fédérés attacked the Tuileries Palace, killing many of 

the Swiss Guard protecting it. Louis and his family took refuge 

with the Assembly and shortly after 11:00 am, the deputies 

present voted to 'temporarily relieve the king', effectively 

suspending the monarchy.  

First Republic (1792–1795) 

Proclamation of the First Republic 

In late August, elections were held for the National Convention; 

voter restrictions meant those cast fell to 3.3 million, versus 

4 million in 1791, while intimidation was widespread. The 

former Brissotins now split into moderate Girondins led by 

Brissot, and radical Montagnards, headed by Maximilien 

Robespierre, Georges Danton and Jean-Paul Marat. While 

loyalties constantly shifted, around 160 of the 749 deputies 

were Girondists, 200 Montagnards and 389 members of La 
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Plaine. Led by Bertrand Barère, Pierre Joseph Cambon and 

Lazare Carnot, as before this central faction acted as a swing 

vote. In the September Massacres, between 1,100 to 1,600 

prisoners held in Parisian jails were summarily executed, the 

vast majority of whom were common criminals. A response to 

the capture of Longwy and Verdun by Prussia, the perpetrators 

were largely National Guard members and fédérés on their way 

to the front. Responsibility is disputed, but even moderates 

expressed sympathy for the action, which soon spread to the 

provinces; the killings reflected widespread concern over social 

disorder  

On 20 September, the French army won a stunning victory over 

the Prussians at Valmy. Emboldened by this, on 22 September 

the Convention replaced the monarchy with the French First 

Republic and introduced a new calendar, with 1792 becoming 

"Year One". The next few months were taken up with the trial 

of Citoyen Louis Capet, formerly Louis XVI. While the 

Convention was evenly divided on the question of his guilt, 

members were increasingly influenced by radicals centred in 

the Jacobin clubs and Paris Commune. The Brunswick 

Manifesto made it easy to portray Louis as a threat to the 

Revolution, apparently confirmed when extracts from his 

personal correspondence were published showed him 

conspiring with Royalist exiles serving in the Prussian and 

Austrian armies.  
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On 17 January 1793, the Assembly condemned Louis to death 

for "conspiracy against public liberty and general safety", by 

361 to 288; another 72 members voted to execute him subject 

to a variety of delaying conditions. The sentence was carried 

out on 21 January on the Place de la Révolution, now the Place 

de la Concorde. Horrified conservatives across Europe called 

for the destruction of revolutionary France; in February the 

Convention anticipated this by declaring war on Britain and 

the Dutch Republic; these countries were later joined by Spain, 

Portugal, Naples and the Tuscany in the War of the First 

Coalition.  

Political crisis and fall of the Girondins 

The Girondins hoped war would unite the people behind the 

government and provide an excuse for rising prices and food 

shortages, but found themselves the target of popular anger. 

Many left for the provinces. The first conscription measure or 

levée en masse on 24 February sparked riots in Paris and other 

regional centres. Already unsettled by changes imposed on the 

church, in March the traditionally conservative and royalist 

Vendée rose in revolt. On 18th, Dumouriez was defeated at 

Neerwinden and defected to the Austrians. Uprisings followed 

in Bordeaux, Lyon, Toulon, Marseilles and Caen. The Republic 

seemed on the verge of collapse.  

The crisis led to the creation on 6 April 1793 of the Committee 

of Public Safety, an executive committee accountable to the 
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convention. The Girondins made a fatal political error by 

indicting Marat before the Revolutionary Tribunal for allegedly 

directing the September massacres; he was quickly acquitted, 

further isolating the Girondins from the sans-culottes. When 

Jacques Hébert called for a popular revolt against the 

"henchmen of Louis Capet" on 24 May, he was arrested by the 

Commission of Twelve, a Girondin-dominated tribunal set up to 

expose 'plots'. In response to protests by the Commune, the 

Commission warned "if by your incessant rebellions something 

befalls the representatives of the nation,...Paris will be 

obliterated".  

Growing discontent allowed the clubs to mobilise against the 

Girondins. Backed by the Commune and elements of the 

National Guard, on 31 May they attempted to seize power in a 

coup. Although the coup failed, on 2 June the convention was 

surrounded by a crowd of up to 80,000, demanding cheap 

bread, unemployment pay and political reforms, including 

restriction of the vote to the sans-culottes, and the right to 

remove deputies at will. Ten members of the commission and 

another twenty-nine members of the Girondin faction were 

arrested, and on 10 June, the Montagnards took over the 

Committee of Public Safety.  

Meanwhile, a committee led by Robespierre's close ally Saint-

Just was tasked with preparing a new Constitution. Completed 

in only eight days, it was ratified by the convention on 24 
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June, and contained radical reforms, including universal male 

suffrage and abolition of slavery in French colonies. However, 

normal legal processes were suspended following the 

assassination of Marat on 13 July by the Girondist Charlotte 

Corday, which the Committee of Public Safety used as an 

excuse to take control. The 1793 Constitution itself was 

suspended indefinitely in October.  

Key areas of focus for the new government included creating a 

new state ideology, economic regulation and winning the war. 

The urgent task of suppressing internal dissent was helped by 

divisions among their opponents; while areas like the Vendée 

and Brittany wanted to restore the monarchy, most supported 

the Republic but opposed the regime in Paris. On 17 August, 

the Convention voted a second levée en masse; despite initial 

problems in equipping and supplying such large numbers, by 

mid-October Republican forces had re-taken Lyon, Marseilles 

and Bordeaux, while defeating Coalition armies at Hondschoote 

and Wattignies.  

Reign of Terror 

The Reign of Terror began as a way to harness revolutionary 

fervour, but quickly degenerated into the settlement of 

personal grievances. At the end of July, the Convention set 

price controls over a wide range of goods, with the death 

penalty for hoarders, and on 9 September 'revolutionary 

groups' were established to enforce them. On 17th, the Law of 
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Suspects ordered the arrest of suspected "enemies of freedom", 

initiating what became known as the "Terror". According to 

archival records, from September 1793 to July 1794 some 

16,600 people were executed on charges of counter-

revolutionary activity; another 40,000 may have been 

summarily executed or died awaiting trial.  

Fixed prices, death for 'hoarders' or 'profiteers', and 

confiscation of grain stocks by groups of armed workers meant 

that by early September Paris was suffering acute food 

shortages. However, France's biggest challenge was servicing 

the huge public debt inherited from the former regime, which 

continued to expand due to the war. Initially the debt was 

financed by sales of confiscated property, but this was hugely 

inefficient; since few would buy assets that might be 

repossessed, fiscal stability could only be achieved by 

continuing the war until French counter-revolutionaries had 

been defeated. As internal and external threats to the Republic 

increased, the position worsened; dealing with this by printing 

assignats led to inflation and higher prices.  

On 10 October, the Convention recognised the Committee of 

Public Safety as the supreme Revolutionary Government, and 

suspended the Constitution until peace was achieved. In mid-

October, Marie Antoinette was found guilty of a long list of 

crimes and guillotined; two weeks later, the Girondist leaders 

arrested in June were also executed, along with Philippe 



Rise of Western Empires: 1500–1800 

 

180 

Égalité. Terror was not confined to Paris; over 2,000 were 

killed after the recapture of Lyons.  

At Cholet on 17 October, the Republican army won a decisive 

victory over the Vendée rebels, and the survivors escaped into 

Brittany. Another defeat at Le Mans on 23 December ended the 

rebellion as a major threat, although the insurgency continued 

until 1796. The extent of the brutal repression that followed 

has been debated by French historians since the mid-19th 

century. Between November 1793 to February 1794, over 4,000 

were drowned in the Loire at Nantes under the supervision of 

Jean-Baptiste Carrier. Historian Reynald Secher claims that as 

many as 117,000 died between 1793 and 1796. Although those 

numbers have been challenged, François Furet concluded it 

"not only revealed massacre and destruction on an 

unprecedented scale, but a zeal so violent that it has bestowed 

as its legacy much of the region's identity."  

At the height of the Terror, the slightest hint of counter-

revolutionary thought could place one under suspicion, and 

even its supporters were not immune. Under the pressure of 

events, splits appeared within the Montagnard faction, with 

violent disagreements between radical Hébertists and 

moderates led by Danton. Robespierre saw their dispute as de-

stabilising the regime, and, as a deist, he objected to the anti-

religious policies advocated by the atheist Hébert, who was 

arrested and executed on 24 March with 19 of his colleagues, 
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including Carrier. To retain the loyalty of the remaining 

Hébertists, Danton was arrested and executed on 5 April with 

Camille Desmoulins, after a show trial that arguably did more 

damage to Robespierre than any other act in this period.  

The Law of 22 Prairial (10 June) denied "enemies of the people" 

the right to defend themselves. Those arrested in the provinces 

were now sent to Paris for judgement; from March to July, 

executions in Paris increased from five to twenty-six a day. 

Many Jacobins ridiculed the festival of the Cult of the Supreme 

Being on 8 June, a lavish and expensive ceremony led by 

Robespierre, who was also accused of circulating claims he was 

a second Messiah. Relaxation of price controls and rampant 

inflation caused increasing unrest among the sans-culottes, 

but the improved military situation reduced fears the Republic 

was in danger. Many feared their own survival depended on 

Robespierre's removal; during a meeting on 29 June, three 

members of the Committee of Public Safety called him a 

dictator in his face.  

Robespierre responded by not attending sessions, allowing his 

opponents to build a coalition against him. In a speech made 

to the convention on 26 July, he claimed certain members were 

conspiring against the Republic, an almost certain death 

sentence if confirmed. When he refused to give names, the 

session broke up in confusion. That evening he made the same 

speech at the Jacobins club, where it was greeted with huge 
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applause and demands for execution of the 'traitors'. It was 

clear if his opponents did not act, he would; in the Convention 

next day, Robespierre and his allies were shouted down. His 

voice failed when he tried to speak, a deputy crying "The blood 

of Danton chokes him!"  

The Convention authorised his arrest; he and his supporters 

took refuge in the Hotel de Ville, defended by the National 

Guard.  

That evening, units loyal to the Convention stormed the 

building, and Robespierre was arrested after a failed suicide 

attempt. He was executed on 28 July with 19 colleagues, 

including Saint-Just and Georges Couthon, followed by 83 

members of the Commune. The Law of 22 Prairial was repealed, 

any surviving Girondists reinstated as deputies, and the 

Jacobin Club was closed and banned.  

There are various interpretations of the Terror and the violence 

with which it was conducted; Marxist historian Albert Soboul 

saw it as essential to defend the Revolution from external and 

internal threats.  

François Furet argues the intense ideological commitment of 

the revolutionaries and their utopian goals required the 

extermination of any opposition. A middle position suggests 

violence was not inevitable but the product of a series of 

complex internal events, exacerbated by war.  
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Thermidorean reaction 

The bloodshed did not end with the death of Robespierre; 

Southern France saw a wave of revenge killings, directed 

against alleged Jacobins, Republican officials and Protestants. 

Although the victors of Thermidor asserted control over the 

Commune by executing their leaders, some of those closely 

involved in the "Terror" retained their positions. They included 

Paul Barras, later chief executive of the French Directory, and 

Joseph Fouché, director of the killings in Lyon who served as 

Minister of Police under the Directory, the Consulate and 

Empire. Others were exiled or prosecuted, a process that took 

several months.  

The December 1794 Treaty of La Jaunaye ended the 

Chouannerie in western France by allowing freedom of worship 

and the return of non-juring priests. This was accompanied by 

military success; in January 1795, French forces helped the 

Dutch Patriots set up the Batavian Republic, securing their 

northern border. The war with Prussia was concluded in favour 

of France by the Peace of Basel in April 1795, while Spain 

made peace shortly thereafter.  

However, the Republic still faced a crisis at home. Food 

shortages arising from a poor 1794 harvest were exacerbated in 

Northern France by the need to supply the army in Flanders, 

while the winter was the worst since 1709. By April 1795, 

people were starving and the assignat was worth only 8% of its 
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face value; in desperation, the Parisian poor rose again. They 

were quickly dispersed and the main impact was another round 

of arrests, while Jacobin prisoners in Lyon were summarily 

executed.  

A committee drafted a new constitution, approved by plebiscite 

on 23 September 1795 and put into place on 27th. Largely 

designed by Pierre Daunou and Boissy d'Anglas, it established 

a bicameral legislature, intended to slow down the legislative 

process, ending the wild swings of policy under the previous 

unicameral systems. The Council of 500 was responsible for 

drafting legislation, which was reviewed and approved by the 

Council of Ancients, an upper house containing 250 men over 

the age of 40. Executive power was in the hands of five 

Directors, selected by the Council of Ancients from a list 

provided by the lower house, with a five-year mandate.  

Deputies were chosen by indirect election, a total franchise of 

around 5 million voting in primaries for 30,000 electors, or 

0.6% of the population. Since they were also subject to 

stringent property qualification, it guaranteed the return of 

conservative or moderate deputies.  

In addition, rather than dissolving the previous legislature as 

in 1791 and 1792, the so-called 'law of two-thirds' ruled only 

150 new deputies would be elected each year. The remaining 

600 Conventionnels kept their seats, a move intended to ensure 

stability.  
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Directory (1795–1799) 

The Directory has a poor reputation amongst historians; for 

Jacobin sympathisers, it represented the betrayal of the 

Revolution, while Bonapartists emphasised its corruption to 

portray Napoleon in a better light. Although these criticisms 

were certainly valid, it also faced internal unrest, a stagnating 

economy and an expensive war, while hampered by the 

impracticality of the constitution. Since the Council of 500 

controlled legislation and finance, they could paralyse 

government at will, and as the Directors had no power to call 

new elections, the only way to break a deadlock was to rule by 

decree or use force. As a result, the Directory was 

characterised by "chronic violence, ambivalent forms of justice, 

and repeated recourse to heavy-handed repression."  

Retention of the Conventionnels ensured the Thermidorians 

held a majority in the legislature and three of the five 

Directors, but they faced an increasing challenge from the 

right. On 5 October, Convention troops led by Napoleon put 

down a royalist rising in Paris; when the first elections were 

held two weeks later, over 100 of the 150 new deputies were 

royalists of some sort. The power of the Parisian san culottes 

had been broken by the suppression of the May 1795 revolt; 

relieved of pressure from below, the Jacobins became natural 

supporters of the Directory against those seeking to restore the 

monarchy.  
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Removal of price controls and a collapse in the value of the 

assignat led to inflation and soaring food prices. By April 

1796, over 500,000 Parisians were reportedly in need of relief, 

resulting in the May insurrection known as the Conspiracy of 

the Equals. Led by the revolutionary François-Noël Babeuf, 

their demands included the implementation of the 1793 

Constitution and a more equitable distribution of wealth. 

Despite limited support from sections of the military, it was 

easily crushed, with Babeuf and other leaders executed. 

Nevertheless, by 1799 the economy had been stabilised and 

important reforms made allowing steady expansion of French 

industry; many remained in place for much of the 19th 

century.  

Prior to 1797, three of the five Directors were firmly 

Republican; Barras, Révellière-Lépeaux and Jean-François 

Rewbell, as were around 40% of the legislature. The same 

percentage were broadly centrist or unaffiliated, along with two 

Directors, Étienne-François Letourneur and Lazare Carnot. 

Although only 20% were committed Royalists, many centrists 

supported the restoration of the exiled Louis XVIII in the belief 

this would end the War of the First Coalition with Britain and 

Austria. The elections of May 1797 resulted in significant gains 

for the right, with Royalists Jean-Charles Pichegru elected 

President of the Council of 500, and Barthélemy appointed a 

Director.  
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With Royalists apparently on the verge of power, the 

Republicans staged a coup on 4 September. Using troops from 

Bonaparte's Army of Italy under Pierre Augereau, the Council 

of 500 was forced to approve the arrest of Barthélemy, 

Pichegru and Carnot. The election results were cancelled, 

sixty-three leading royalists deported to French Guiana and 

new laws passed against émigrés, Royalists and ultra-

Jacobins. Although the power of the monarchists had been 

destroyed, it opened the way for direct conflict between Barras 

and his opponents on the left.  

Despite general war weariness, fighting continued and the 

1798 elections saw a resurgence in Jacobin strength. The 

invasion of Egypt in July 1798 confirmed European fears of 

French expansionism, and the War of the Second Coalition 

began in November. Without a majority in the legislature, the 

Directors relied on the army to enforcing decrees and extract 

revenue from conquered territories. This made generals like 

Bonaparte and Joubert essential political players, while both 

the army and the Directory became notorious for their 

corruption.  

It has been suggested the Directory did not collapse for 

economic or military reasons, but because by 1799, many 

'preferred the uncertainties of authoritarian rule to the 

continuing ambiguities of parliamentary politics'. The architect 

of its end was Sieyès, who when asked what he had done 
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during the Terror allegedly answered "I survived". Nominated to 

the Directory, his first action was removing Barras, using a 

coalition that included Talleyrand and former Jacobin Lucien 

Bonaparte, Napoleon's brother and president of the Council of 

500. On 9 November 1799, the Coup of 18 Brumaire replaced 

the five Directors with the French Consulate, which consisted 

of three members, Bonaparte, Sieyès, and Roger Ducos; most 

historians consider this the end point of the French 

Revolution.  

French Revolutionary Wars 

The Revolution initiated a series of conflicts that began in 

1792 and ended only with Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo in 

1815. In its early stages, this seemed unlikely; the 1791 

Constitution specifically disavowed "war for the purpose of 

conquest", and although traditional tensions between France 

and Austria re-emerged in the 1780s, Emperor Joseph 

cautiously welcomed the reforms. Austria was at war with the 

Ottomans, as were the Russians, while both were negotiating 

with Prussia over partitioning Poland. Most importantly, 

Britain preferred peace, and as Emperor Leopold stated after 

the Declaration of Pillnitz, "without England, there is no case".  

In late 1791, factions within the Assembly came to see war as 

a way to unite the country and secure the Revolution by 

eliminating hostile forces on its borders and establishing its 
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"natural frontiers". France declared war on Austria in April 

1792 and issued the first conscription orders, with recruits 

serving for twelve months. By the time peace finally came in 

1815, the conflict had involved every major European power as 

well as the United States, redrawn the map of Europe and 

expanded into the Americas, the Middle East and Indian 

Ocean.  

From 1701 to 1801, the population of Europe grew from 118 to 

187 million; combined with new mass production techniques, 

this allowed belligerents to support large armies, requiring the 

mobilisation of national resources. It was a different kind of 

war, fought by nations rather than kings, intended to destroy 

their opponents' ability to resist, but also to implement deep-

ranging social change. While all wars are political to some 

degree, this period was remarkable for the emphasis placed on 

reshaping boundaries and the creation of entirely new 

European states.  

In April 1792, French armies invaded the Austrian Netherlands 

but suffered a series of setbacks before victory over an 

Austrian-Prussian army at Valmy in September. After defeating 

a second Austrian army at Jemappes on 6 November, they 

occupied the Netherlands, areas of the Rhineland, Nice and 

Savoy. Emboldened by this success, in February 1793 France 

declared war on the Dutch Republic, Spain and Britain, 

beginning the War of the First Coalition. However, the 
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expiration of the 12-month term for the 1792 recruits forced 

the French to relinquish their conquests. In August, new 

conscription measures were passed and by May 1794 the 

French army had between 750,000 and 800,000 men. Despite 

high rates of desertion, this was large enough to manage 

multiple internal and external threats; for comparison, the 

combined Prussian-Austrian army was less than 90,000.  

By February 1795, France had annexed the Austrian 

Netherlands, established their frontier on the left bank of the 

Rhine and replaced the Dutch Republic with the Batavian 

Republic, a satellite state. These victories led to the collapse of 

the anti-French coalition; Prussia made peace in April 1795, 

followed soon after by Spain, leaving Britain and Austria as the 

only major powers still in the war. In October 1797, a series of 

defeats by Bonaparte in Italy led Austria to agree to the Treaty 

of Campo Formio, in which they formally ceded the Netherlands 

and recognised the Cisalpine Republic.  

Fighting continued for two reasons; first, French state finances 

had come to rely on indemnities levied on their defeated 

opponents. Second, armies were primarily loyal to their 

generals, for whom the wealth achieved by victory and the 

status it conferred became objectives in themselves. Leading 

soldiers like Hoche, Pichegru and Carnot wielded significant 

political influence and often set policy; Campo Formio was 
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approved by Bonaparte, not the Directory, which strongly 

objected to terms it considered too lenient.  

Despite these concerns, the Directory never developed a 

realistic peace programme, fearing the destabilising effects of 

peace and the consequent demobilisation of hundreds of 

thousands of young men. As long as the generals and their 

armies stayed away from Paris, they were happy to allow them 

to continue fighting, a key factor behind sanctioning 

Bonaparte's invasion of Egypt. This resulted in aggressive and 

opportunistic policies, leading to the War of the Second 

Coalition in November 1798.  

French colonial policy 

Although the French Revolution had a dramatic impact in 

numerous areas of Europe, the French colonies felt a 

particular influence. As the Martinican author Aimé Césaire 

put it, "there was in each French colony a specific revolution, 

that occurred on the occasion of the French Revolution, in 

tune with it."  

The Revolution in Saint-Domingue was the most notable 

example of slave uprisings in French colonies. In the 1780s, 

Saint-Domingue was France's wealthiest possession, producing 

more sugar than all the British West Indies islands combined. 

In February 1794, the National Convention voted to abolish 
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slavery, several months after rebels in Saint-Domingue had 

already seized control. However, the 1794 decree was only 

implemented in Saint-Domingue, Guadeloupe and Guyane, and 

was a dead letter in Senegal, Mauritius, Réunion and 

Martinique, the last of which had been captured by the British, 

and as such remained unaffected by French law.  

Media and symbolism 

Newspapers 

Newspapers and pamphlets played a central role in stimulating 

and defining the Revolution. Prior to 1789, there have been a 

small number of heavily censored newspapers that needed a 

royal licence to operate, but the Estates-General created an 

enormous demand for news, and over 130 newspapers 

appeared by the end of the year. Among the most significant 

were Marat's L'Ami du peuple and Elysée Loustallot's 

Revolutions de Paris [ fr ]. Over the next decade, more than 2,000 

newspapers were founded, 500 in Paris alone. Most lasted only 

a matter of weeks but they became the main communication 

medium, combined with the very large pamphlet literature.  

Newspapers were read aloud in taverns and clubs, and 

circulated hand to hand. There was a widespread assumption 

that writing was a vocation, not a business, and the role of the 

press was the advancement of civic republicanism. By 1793 the 
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radicals were most active but initially the royalists flooded the 

country with their publication the "L'Ami du Roi [ fr ]" (Friends of 

the King) until they were suppressed.  

Revolutionary symbols 

To illustrate the differences between the new Republic and the 

old regime, the leaders needed to implement a new set of 

symbols to be celebrated instead of the old religious and 

monarchical symbols. To this end, symbols were borrowed from 

historic cultures and redefined, while those of the old regime 

were either destroyed or reattributed acceptable 

characteristics. These revised symbols were used to instil in 

the public a new sense of tradition and reverence for the 

Enlightenment and the Republic.  

La Marseillaise 

"La Marseillaise" (French pronunciation: [la ma�s�j� ː z]) became 

the national anthem of France. The song was written and 

composed in 1792 by Claude Joseph Rouget de Lisle, and was 

originally titled "Chant de guerre pour l'Armée du Rhin". The 

French National Convention adopted it as the First Republic's 

anthem in 1795. It acquired its nickname after being sung in 

Paris by volunteers from Marseille marching on the capital.  

The song is the first example of the "European march" 

anthemic style, while the evocative melody and lyrics led to its 
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widespread use as a song of revolution and incorporation into 

many pieces of classical and popular music. De Lisle was 

instructed to 'produce a hymn which conveys to the soul of the 

people the enthusiasm which it (the music) suggests.'  

Guillotine 

The guillotine remains "the principal symbol of the Terror in 

the French Revolution." Invented by a physician during the 

Revolution as a quicker, more efficient and more distinctive 

form of execution, the guillotine became a part of popular 

culture and historic memory. It was celebrated on the left as 

the people's avenger, for example in the revolutionary song La 

guillotine permanente, and cursed as the symbol of the Terror 

by the right.  

Its operation became a popular entertainment that attracted 

great crowds of spectators. Vendors sold programmes listing 

the names of those scheduled to die. Many people came day 

after day and vied for the best locations from which to observe 

the proceedings; knitting women (tricoteuses) formed a cadre of 

hardcore regulars, inciting the crowd. Parents often brought 

their children.  

By the end of the Terror, the crowds had thinned drastically. 

Repetition had staled even this most grisly of entertainments, 

and audiences grew bored.  
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Cockade, tricolore and liberty cap 

Cockades were widely worn by revolutionaries beginning in 

1789. They now pinned the blue-and-red cockade of Paris onto 

the white cockade of the Ancien Régime. Camille Desmoulins 

asked his followers to wear green cockades on 12 July 1789. 

The Paris militia, formed on 13 July, adopted a blue and red 

cockade. Blue and red are the traditional colours of Paris, and 

they are used on the city's coat of arms. Cockades with various 

colour schemes were used during the storming of the Bastille 

on 14 July.  

The Liberty cap, also known as the Phrygian cap, or pileus, is 

a brimless, felt cap that is conical in shape with the tip pulled 

forward. It reflects Roman republicanism and liberty, alluding 

to the Roman ritual of manumission, in which a freed slave 

receives the bonnet as a symbol of his newfound liberty.  

Role of women 

The role of women in the Revolution has long been a topic of 

debate. Deprived of political rights under the Ancien Regime, 

the 1791 Constitution classed them as "passive" citizens, 

leading to demands for social and political equality for women 

and an end to male domination. They expressed these demands 

using pamphlets and clubs such as the Cercle Social, whose 

largely male members viewed themselves as contemporary 
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feminists. However, in October 1793, the Assembly banned all 

women's clubs and the movement was crushed; this was driven 

by the emphasis on masculinity in a wartime situation, 

antagonism towards feminine "interference" in state affairs due 

to Marie Antoinette, and traditional male supremacy. A decade 

later the Napoleonic Code confirmed and perpetuated women's 

second-class status.  

At the beginning of the Revolution, women took advantage of 

events to force their way into the political sphere, swore oaths 

of loyalty, "solemn declarations of patriotic allegiance, [and] 

affirmations of the political responsibilities of citizenship." 

Activists included Girondists like Olympe de Gouges, author of 

the Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female 

Citizen, and Charlotte Corday, the killer of Marat. Others like 

Théroigne de Méricourt, Pauline Léon and the Society of 

Revolutionary Republican Women supported the Jacobins, 

staged demonstrations in the National Assembly and took part 

in the October 1789 March to Versailles. Despite this, the 

constitutions of 1791 and 1793 denied them political rights 

and democratic citizenship.  

On 20 June 1792 a number of armed women took part in a 

procession that "passed through the halls of the Legislative 

Assembly, into the Tuileries Garden, and then through the 

King's residence." Women also assumed a special role in the 

funeral of Marat, following his murder on 13 July 1793 by 
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Corday; as part of the funeral procession, they carried the 

bathtub in which he died, as well as a shirt stained with his 

blood. On 20 May 1793 women were in the forefront of a crowd 

demanding "bread and the Constitution of 1793"; when they 

went unnoticed, they began "sacking shops, seizing grain and 

kidnapping officials."  

The Society of Revolutionary Republican Women, a militant 

group on the far left, demanded a law in 1793 that would 

compel all women to wear the tricolour cockade to demonstrate 

their loyalty to the Republic. They also demanded vigorous 

price controls to keep bread – the major food of the poor people 

– from becoming too expensive. After the Convention passed 

the law in September 1793, the Revolutionary Republican 

Women demanded vigorous enforcement, but were countered by 

market women, former servants, and religious women who 

adamantly opposed price controls (which would drive them out 

of business) and resented attacks on the aristocracy and on 

religion. Fist fights broke out in the streets between the two 

factions of women.  

Meanwhile, the men who controlled the Jacobins rejected the 

Revolutionary Republican Women as dangerous rabble-rousers. 

At this point the Jacobins controlled the government; they 

dissolved the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women, and 

decreed that all women's clubs and associations were illegal. 

They sternly reminded women to stay home and tend to their 
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families by leaving public affairs to the men. Organised women 

were permanently shut out of the French Revolution after 30 

October 1793.  

Prominent women 

Olympe de Gouges wrote a number of plays, short stories, and 

novels. Her publications emphasised that women and men are 

different, but this shouldn't prevent equality under the law. In 

her Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female 

Citizen she insisted that women deserved rights, especially in 

areas concerning them directly, such as divorce and 

recognition of illegitimate children.  

Madame Roland (a.k.a. Manon or Marie Roland) was another 

important female activist. Her political focus was not 

specifically on women or their liberation. She focused on other 

aspects of the government, but was a feminist by virtue of the 

fact that she was a woman working to influence the world. Her 

personal letters to leaders of the Revolution influenced policy; 

in addition, she often hosted political gatherings of the 

Brissotins, a political group which allowed women to join. As 

she was led to the scaffold, Madame Roland shouted "O liberty! 

What crimes are committed in thy name!" Many activists were 

punished for their actions, while some were executed for 

"conspiring against the unity and the indivisibility of the 

Republic".  
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Counter-revolutionary women 

Counter-revolutionary women resisted what they saw as the 

increasing intrusion of the state into their lives. One major 

consequence was the dechristianisation of France, a movement 

strongly rejected by many devout people; especially for women 

living in rural areas, the closing of the churches meant a loss 

of normality. This sparked a counter-revolutionary movement 

led by women; while supporting other political and social 

changes, they opposed the dissolution of the Catholic Church 

and revolutionary cults like the Cult of the Supreme Being. 

Olwen Hufton argues some wanted to protect the Church from 

heretical changes enforced by revolutionaries, viewing 

themselves as "defenders of faith".  

Economically, many peasant women refused to sell their goods 

for assignats because this form of currency was unstable and 

was backed by the sale of confiscated Church property. By far 

the most important issue to counter-revolutionary women was 

the passage and the enforcement of the Civil Constitution of 

the Clergy in 1790. In response to this measure, women in 

many areas began circulating anti-oath pamphlets and refused 

to attend masses held by priests who had sworn oaths of 

loyalty to the Republic. These women continued to adhere to 

traditional practices such as Christian burials and naming 

their children after saints in spite of revolutionary decrees to 

the contrary.  
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Economic policies 

The Revolution abolished many economic constraints imposed 

by the Ancien régime, including church tithes and feudal dues 

although tenants often paid higher rents and taxes. All church 

lands were nationalised, along with those owned by Royalist 

exiles, which were used to back paper currency known as 

assignats, and the feudal guild system eliminated. It also 

abolished the highly inefficient system of tax farming, whereby 

private individuals would collect taxes for a hefty fee. The 

government seized the foundations that had been set up 

(starting in the 13th century) to provide an annual stream of 

revenue for hospitals, poor relief, and education. The state sold 

the lands but typically local authorities did not replace the 

funding and so most of the nation's charitable and school 

systems were massively disrupted 

Between 1790 to 1796, industrial and agricultural output 

dropped, foreign trade plunged, and prices soared, forcing the 

government to finance expenditure by issuing ever increasing 

quantities assignats. When this resulted in escalating 

inflation, the response was to impose price controls and 

persecute private speculators and traders, creating a Black 

market. Between 1789 to 1793, the annual deficit increased 

from 10% to 64% of gross national product, while annual 

inflation reached 3,500% after a poor harvest in 1794 and the 

removal of price controls. The assignats were withdrawn in 
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1796 but inflation continued until the introduction of the gold-

based Franc germinal in 1803.  

Long-term impact 

The French Revolution had a major impact on European and 

Western history, by ending feudalism and creating the path for 

future advances in broadly defined individual freedoms. Its 

impact on French nationalism was profound, while also 

stimulating nationalist movements throughout Europe. Its 

influence was great in the hundreds of small German states 

and elsewhere, where it was either inspired by the French 

example or in reaction against it.  

France 

The impact of the Revolution on French society was enormous 

and led to numerous changes, some of which were widely 

accepted, while others continue to be debated. Under Louis 

XIV, political power was centralised at Versailles and 

controlled by the monarch, whose power derived from immense 

personal wealth, control over the army and appointment of 

clergy, provincial governors, lawyers and judges. In less than a 

year, the king was reduced to a figurehead, the nobility 

deprived of titles and estates and the church of its monasteries 

and property. Clergy, judges and magistrates were controlled 

by the state, and the army sidelined, with military power 
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placed held by the revolutionary National Guard. The central 

elements of 1789 were the slogan "Liberty, Equality and 

Fraternity" and "The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the 

Citizen", which Lefebvre calls "the incarnation of the 

Revolution as a whole."  

The long-term impact on France was profound, shaping 

politics, society, religion and ideas, and polarising politics for 

more than a century. Historian François Aulard writes:  

"From the social point of view, the Revolution consisted in the 

suppression of what was called the feudal system, in the 

emancipation of the individual, in greater division of landed 

property, the abolition of the privileges of noble birth, the 

establishment of equality, the simplification of life.... The 

French Revolution differed from other revolutions in being not 

merely national, for it aimed at benefiting all humanity." 

Status of the Catholic church 

One of the most heated controversies during the Revolution 

was the status of the Catholic Church. In 1788, it held a 

dominant position within society; to be French meant to be a 

Catholic. By 1799, much of its property and institutions had 

been confiscated and its senior leaders dead or in exile. Its 

cultural influence was also under attack, with efforts made to 

remove such as Sundays, holy days, saints, prayers, rituals 

and ceremonies. Ultimately these attempts not only failed but 
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aroused a furious reaction among the pious; opposition to 

these changes was a key factor behind the revolt in the 

Vendée.  

Over the centuries, charitable foundations had been set up to 

fund hospitals, poor relief, and schools; when these were 

confiscated and sold off, the funding was not replaced, causing 

massive disruption to these support systems. Under the Ancien 

régime, medical assistance for the rural poor was often 

provided by nuns, acting as nurses but also physicians, 

surgeons, and apothecaries; the Revolution abolished most of 

these orders without replacing organised nursing support. 

Demand remained strong and after 1800 nuns resumed their 

work in hospitals and on rural estates. They were tolerated by 

officials because they had widespread support and were a link 

between elite male physicians and distrustful peasants who 

needed help.  

The church was a primary target during the Terror, due to its 

association with "counter-revolutionary" elements, resulting in 

the persecution of priests and destruction of churches and 

religious images throughout France. An effort was made to 

replace the Catholic Church altogether with the Cult of 

Reason, and with civic festivals replacing religious ones, 

leading to attacks by locals on state officials. These policies 

were promoted by the atheist Hébert and opposed by the deist 
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Robespierre, who denounced the campaign and replaced the 

Cult of Reason with the Cult of the Supreme Being.  

The Concordat of 1801 established the rules for a relationship 

between the Catholic Church and French State that lasted 

until it was abrogated by the French Third Republic on 11 

December 1905. The Concordat was a compromise that 

restored some of the Church's traditional roles but not its 

power, lands or monasteries; the clergy became public officials 

controlled by Paris, not Rome, while Protestants and Jews 

gained equal rights. However, debate continues into the 

present over the role of religion in the public sphere and 

related issues such as church-controlled schools. Recent 

arguments over the use of Muslim religious symbols in schools, 

such as wearing headscarves, have been explicitly linked to the 

conflict over Catholic rituals and symbols during the 

Revolution.  

Economics 

Two thirds of France was employed in agriculture, which was 

transformed by the Revolution. With the breakup of large 

estates controlled by the Church and the nobility and worked 

by hired hands, rural France became more a land of small 

independent farms. Harvest taxes were ended, such as the 

tithe and seigneurial dues, much to the relief of the peasants. 

Primogeniture was ended both for nobles and peasants, 

thereby weakening the family patriarch, and led to a fall in the 
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born rate since all children had a share in the family property. 

Cobban argues the Revolution bequeathed to the nation "a 

ruling class of landowners."  

In the cities, entrepreneurship on a small scale flourished, as 

restrictive monopolies, privileges, barriers, rules, taxes and 

guilds gave way. However, the British blockade virtually ended 

overseas and colonial trade, hurting the cities and their supply 

chains. Overall, the Revolution did not greatly change the 

French business system, and probably helped freeze in place 

the horizons of the small business owner. The typical 

businessman owned a small store, mill or shop, with family 

help and a few paid employees; large-scale industry was less 

common than in other industrialising nations.  

Economic historians dispute the impact on income per capita 

caused by the emigration of more than 100,000 individuals 

during the Revolution, the vast majority of whom were 

supporters of the old regime. 

One suggestion is the resulting fragmentation of agricultural 

holdings had a significant negative impact in the early years of 

19th century, then became positive in the second half of the 

century because it facilitated the rise in human capital 

investments. Others argue the redistribution of land had an 

immediate positive impact on agricultural productivity, before 

the scale of these gains gradually declined over the course of 

the 19th century.  
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Constitutionalism 

The Revolution meant an end to arbitrary royal rule and held 

out the promise of rule by law under a constitutional order, 

but it did not rule out a monarch. Napoleon as emperor set up 

a constitutional system (although he remained in full control), 

and the restored Bourbons were forced to go along with one. 

After the abdication of Napoleon III in 1871, the monarchists 

probably had a voting majority, but they were so factionalised 

they could not agree on who should be king, and instead the 

French Third Republic was launched with a deep commitment 

to upholding the ideals of the Revolution. The conservative 

Catholic enemies of the Revolution came to power in Vichy 

France (1940–44), and tried with little success to undo its 

heritage, but they kept it a republic. Vichy denied the principle 

of equality and tried to replace the Revolutionary watchwords 

"Liberty, Equality, Fraternity" with "Work, Family, and 

Fatherland." However, there were no efforts by the Bourbons, 

Vichy or anyone else to restore the privileges that had been 

stripped away from the nobility in 1789. France permanently 

became a society of equals under the law.  

Communism 

The Jacobin cause was picked up by Marxists in the mid-19th 

century and became an element of communist thought around 

the world. In the Soviet Union, "Gracchus" Babeuf was 

regarded as a hero.  
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Europe outside France 

Economic historians Dan Bogart, Mauricio Drelichman, Oscar 

Gelderblom, and Jean-Laurent Rosenthal described codified 

law as the French Revolution's "most significant export." They 

wrote, "While restoration returned most of their power to the 

absolute monarchs who had been deposed by Napoleon, only 

the most recalcitrant ones, such as Ferdinand VII of Spain, 

went to the trouble of completely reversing the legal 

innovations brought on by the French." They also note that the 

French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars caused England, 

Spain, Prussia and the Dutch Republic to centralize their fiscal 

systems to an unprecedented extent in order to finance the 

military campaigns of the Napoleonic Wars.  

According to Daron Acemoglu, Davide Cantoni, Simon Johnson, 

and James A. Robinson the French Revolution had long-term 

effects in Europe. They suggest that "areas that were occupied 

by the French and that underwent radical institutional reform 

experienced more rapid urbanization and economic growth, 

especially after 1850. There is no evidence of a negative effect 

of French invasion."  

A 2016 study in the European Economic Review found that the 

areas of Germany that were occupied by France in the 19th 

century and in which the Code Napoleon was applied have 

higher levels of trust and cooperation today.  
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Britain 

On 16 July 1789, two days after the Storming of the Bastille, 

John Frederick Sackville, serving as ambassador to France, 

reported to Secretary of State for Foreign AffairsFrancis 

Osborne, 5th Duke of Leeds, "Thus, my Lord, the greatest 

revolution that we know anything of has been effected with, 

comparatively speaking – if the magnitude of the event is 

considered – the loss of very few lives. From this moment we 

may consider France as a free country, the King a very limited 

monarch, and the nobility as reduced to a level with the rest of 

the nation." Yet in Britain the majority, especially among the 

aristocracy, strongly opposed the French Revolution. Britain 

led and funded the series of coalitions that fought France from 

1793 to 1815, and then restored the Bourbons.  

Philosophically and politically, Britain was in debate over the 

rights and wrongs of revolution, in the abstract and in 

practicalities. The Revolution Controversy was a "pamphlet 

war" set off by the publication of A Discourse on the Love of Our 

Country, a speech given by Richard Price to the Revolution 

Society on 4 November 1789, supporting the French Revolution 

(as he had the American Revolution), and saying that 

patriotism actually centers around loving the people and 

principles of a nation, not its ruling class. Edmund Burke 

responded in November 1790 with his own pamphlet, 

Reflections on the Revolution in France, attacking the French 
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Revolution as a threat to the aristocracy of all countries. 

William Coxe opposed Price's premise that one's country is 

principles and people, not the State itself.  

Conversely, two seminal political pieces of political history 

were written in Price's favour, supporting the general right of 

the French people to replace their State. One of the first of 

these "pamphlets" into print was A Vindication of the Rights of 

Men by Mary Wollstonecraft (better known for her later 

treatise, sometimes described as the first feminist text, A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman); Wollstonecraft's title was 

echoed by Thomas Paine's Rights of Man, published a few 

months later. In 1792 Christopher Wyvill published Defence of 

Dr. Price and the Reformers of England, a plea for reform and 

moderation. This exchange of ideas has been described as "one 

of the great political debates in British history". Even in 

France, there was a varying degree of agreement during this 

debate, English participants generally opposing the violent 

means that the Revolution bent itself to for its ends.  

In Ireland, the effect was to transform what had been an 

attempt by Protestant settlers to gain some autonomy into a 

mass movement led by the Society of United Irishmen involving 

Catholics and Protestants. It stimulated the demand for further 

reform throughout Ireland, especially in Ulster. The upshot 

was a revolt in 1798, led by Wolfe Tone, that was crushed by 

Britain.  
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Germany 

German reaction to the Revolution swung from favourable to 

antagonistic. At first it brought liberal and democratic ideas, 

the end of guilds, serfdom and the Jewish ghetto. It brought 

economic freedoms and agrarian and legal reform. Above all 

the antagonism helped stimulate and shape German 

nationalism.  

Switzerland 

The French invaded Switzerland and turned it into the 

"Helvetic Republic" (1798–1803), a French puppet state. French 

interference with localism and traditions was deeply resented 

in Switzerland, although some reforms took hold and survived 

in the later period of restoration.  

Belgium 

The region of modern-day Belgium was divided between two 

polities: the Austrian Netherlands and Prince-Bishopric of 

Liège. Both territories experienced revolutions in 1789. In the 

Austrian Netherlands, the Brabant Revolution succeeded in 

expelling Austrian forces and established the new United 

Belgian States. The Liège Revolution expelled the tyrannical 

Prince-Bishop and installed a republic. Both failed to attract 

international support. By December 1790, the Brabant 

revolution had been crushed and Liège was subdued the 
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following year. During the Revolutionary Wars, the French 

invaded and occupied the region between 1794 and 1814, a 

time known as the French period. The new government 

enforced new reforms, incorporating the region into France 

itself. New rulers were sent in by Paris. Belgian men were 

drafted into the French wars and heavily taxed. Nearly 

everyone was Catholic, but the Church was repressed. 

Resistance was strong in every sector, as Belgian nationalism 

emerged to oppose French rule. The French legal system, 

however, was adopted, with its equal legal rights, and abolition 

of class distinctions. Belgium now had a government 

bureaucracy selected by merit.  

Antwerp regained access to the sea and grew quickly as a 

major port and business centre. France promoted commerce 

and capitalism, paving the way for the ascent of the 

bourgeoisie and the rapid growth of manufacturing and mining. 

In economics, therefore, the nobility declined while middle-

class Belgian entrepreneurs flourished because of their 

inclusion in a large market, paving the way for Belgium's 

leadership role after 1815 in the Industrial Revolution on the 

Continent.  

Scandinavia 

The Kingdom of Denmark adopted liberalising reforms in line 

with those of the French Revolution, with no direct contact. 

Reform was gradual and the regime itself carried out agrarian 
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reforms that had the effect of weakening absolutism by 

creating a class of independent peasant freeholders. Much of 

the initiative came from well-organised liberals who directed 

political change in the first half of the 19th century.  

The Constitution of Norway of 1814 was inspired by the French 

Revolution, and was considered to be one of the most liberal 

and democratic constitutions at the time.  

North America 

Canada 

The press in the colony of Quebec initially viewed the events of 

the Revolution positively. Press coverage in Quebec on the 

Revolution was reflective of public opinion in London, with the 

colony's press reliant on newspapers and reprints from 

journals from the British Isles.  

The early positive reception of the French Revolution had made 

it politically difficult to justify withholding electoral 

institutions from the colony to both the British and Quebec 

public; with the British Home SecretaryWilliam Grenville 

remarking how it was hardly possible to "maintain with 

success," the denial "to so large a body of British Subjects, the 

benefits of the British Constitution". Governmental reforms 

introduced in the Constitutional Act 1791 split Quebec into two 
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separate colonies, Lower Canada, and Upper Canada; and 

introduced electoral institutions to the two colonies.  

French migration to the Canadas was decelerated significantly 

during, and after the French Revolution; with only a small 

number of artisans, professionals, and religious emigres from 

France permitted to settle in the Canadas during that period. 

Most of these migrants moved to Montreal or Quebec City, 

although French nobleman Joseph-Geneviève de Puisaye also 

led a small group of French royalists to settle lands north of 

York (present day Toronto). The influx of religious migrants 

from France reinvigorated the Roman Catholic Church in the 

Canadas, with the refectory priests who moved to the colonies 

being responsible for the establishment of a number of 

parishes throughout the Canadas.  

United States 

The French Revolution deeply polarised American politics, and 

this polarisation led to the creation of the First Party System. 

In 1793, as war broke out in Europe, the Democratic-

Republican Party led by former American minister to 

FranceThomas Jefferson favored revolutionary France and 

pointed to the 1778 treaty that was still in effect. George 

Washington and his unanimous cabinet, including Jefferson, 

decided that the treaty did not bind the United States to enter 

the war. Washington proclaimed neutrality instead. Under 

President John Adams, a Federalist, an undeclared naval war 
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took place with France from 1798 until 1799, often called the 

"Quasi War". Jefferson became president in 1801, but was 

hostile to Napoleon as a dictator and emperor. However, the 

two entered negotiations over the Louisiana Territory and 

agreed to the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, an acquisition that 

substantially increased the size of the United States.  

Historiography 

The French Revolution has received enormous amounts of 

historical attention, both from the general public and from 

scholars and academics. The views of historians, in particular, 

have been characterised as falling along ideological lines, with 

disagreement over the significance and the major developments 

of the Revolution. Alexis de Tocqueville argued that the 

Revolution was a manifestation of a more prosperous middle 

class becoming conscious of its social importance.  

Other thinkers, like the conservative Edmund Burke, 

maintained that the Revolution was the product of a few 

conspiratorial individuals who brainwashed the masses into 

subverting the old order, a claim rooted in the belief that the 

revolutionaries had no legitimate complaints. Other historians, 

influenced by Marxist thinking, have emphasised the 

importance of the peasants and the urban workers in 

presenting the Revolution as a gigantic class struggle. In 

general, scholarship on the French Revolution initially studied 
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the political ideas and developments of the era, but it has 

gradually shifted towards social history that analyses the 

impact of the Revolution on individual lives.  

Historians until the late 20th century emphasised class 

conflicts from a largely Marxist perspective as the fundamental 

driving cause of the Revolution. The central theme of this 

argument was that the Revolution emerged from the rising 

bourgeoisie, with support from the sans-culottes, who fought 

to destroy the aristocracy. However, Western scholars largely 

abandoned Marxist interpretations in the 1990s. By the year 

2000 many historians were saying that the field of the French 

Revolution was in intellectual disarray. The old model or 

paradigm focusing on class conflict has been discredited, and 

no new explanatory model had gained widespread support. 

Nevertheless, as Spang has shown, there persists a very 

widespread agreement that the French Revolution was the 

watershed between the premodern and modern eras of Western 

history, and one of the most important events in history.  

It marks the end of the early modern period, which started 

around 1500 and is often seen as marking the "dawn of the 

modern era". Within France itself, the Revolution permanently 

crippled the power of the aristocracy and drained the wealth of 

the Church, although the two institutions survived despite the 

damage they sustained. After the collapse of the First Empire 

in 1815, the French public lost the rights and privileges earned 
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since the Revolution, but they remembered the participatory 

politics that characterised the period, with one historian 

commenting: "Thousands of men and even many women gained 

firsthand experience in the political arena: they talked, read, 

and listened in new ways; they voted; they joined new 

organisations; and they marched for their political goals. 

Revolution became a tradition, and republicanism an enduring 

option."  

Some historians argue that the French people underwent a 

fundamental transformation in self-identity, evidenced by the 

elimination of privileges and their replacement by rights as 

well as the growing decline in social deference that highlighted 

the principle of equality throughout the Revolution. The 

Revolution represented the most significant and dramatic 

challenge to political absolutism up to that point in history 

and spread democratic ideals throughout Europe and 

ultimately the world. Throughout the 19th century, the 

revolution was heavily analysed by economists and political 

scientists, who saw the class nature of the revolution as a 

fundamental aspect in understanding human social evolution 

itself. This, combined with the egalitarian values introduced by 

the revolution, gave rise to a classless and co-operative model 

for society called "socialism" which profoundly influenced 

future revolutions in France and around the world.  

  



Chapter 6 

First French Empire 

The First French Empire, officially the French Republic (until 

1809) then the French Empire (French: Empire Français; 

Latin: Imperium Francicum), was the empire ruled by Napoleon 

Bonaparte, who established French hegemony over much of 

continental Europe at the beginning of the 19th century. It 

lasted from 18 May 1804 to 11 April 1814 and again briefly 

from 20 March 1815 to 7 July 1815. Although France had 

already established a colonial empire overseas since the early 

17th century, the French state had remained a kingdom under 

the Bourbons and a republic after the French Revolution. 

Historians refer to Napoleon's regime as the First Empire to 

distinguish it from the restorationist Second Empire (1852–

1870) ruled by his nephew Napoleon III.  

On 18 May 1804, Napoleon was granted the title Emperor of 

the French (Empereur des Français, pronounced [��.p�œ� de 

f���.s�]) by the French Sénat (Senate) and was crowned on 2 

December 1804, signifying the end of the French Consulate 

and of the French First Republic. Despite his coronation, the 

empire continued to be called the "French Republic" until 

1809. The French Empire achieved military supremacy in 

mainland Europe through notable victories in the War of the 

Third Coalition against Austria, Prussia, Russia, and allied 

nations, notably at the Battle of Austerlitz in 1805. French 
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dominance was reaffirmed during the War of the Fourth 

Coalition, at the Battle of Jena–Auerstedt in 1806 and the 

Battle of Friedland in 1807, before Napoleon's final defeat at 

the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.  

A series of wars, known collectively as the Napoleonic Wars, 

extended French influence to much of Western Europe and into 

Poland. At its height in 1812, the French Empire had 130 

departments, ruled over 44 million subjects, maintained an 

extensive military presence in Germany, Italy, Spain, and the 

Duchy of Warsaw, and counted Austria and Prussia as nominal 

allies. Early French victories exported many ideological 

features of the Revolution throughout Europe: the introduction 

of the Napoleonic Code throughout the continent increased 

legal equality, established jury systems and legalized divorce, 

and seigneurial dues and seigneurial justice were abolished, as 

were aristocratic privileges in all places except Poland. 

France's defeat in 1814 (and then again in 1815), marked the 

end of the Empire.  

Origin 

In 1799, Napoleon Bonaparte was confronted by Emmanuel 

Joseph Sieyès—one of five Directors constituting the executive 

branch of the French government—who sought his support for 

a coup d'état to overthrow the Constitution of the Year III. The 

plot included Bonaparte's brother Lucien, then serving as 
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speaker of the Council of Five Hundred, Roger Ducos, another 

Director, and Talleyrand. On 9 November 1799 (18 Brumaire 

VIII under the French Republican Calendar) and the following 

day, troops led by Bonaparte seized control. They dispersed the 

legislative councils, leaving a rump legislature to name 

Bonaparte, Sieyès and Ducos as provisional Consuls to 

administer the government. Although Sieyès expected to 

dominate the new regime, the Consulate, he was 

outmaneuvered by Bonaparte, who drafted the Constitution of 

the Year VIII and secured his own election as First Consul. He 

thus became the most powerful person in France, a power that 

was increased by the Constitution of the Year X, which made 

him First Consul for life.  

The Battle of Marengo (14 June 1800) inaugurated the political 

idea that was to continue its development until Napoleon's 

Moscow campaign. Napoleon planned only to keep the Duchy of 

Milan for France, setting aside Austria, and was thought to 

prepare a new campaign in the East. The Peace of Amiens, 

which cost him control of Egypt, was a temporary truce. He 

gradually extended his authority in Italy by annexing the 

Piedmont and by acquiring Genoa, Parma, Tuscany and Naples, 

and added this Italian territory to his Cisalpine Republic. Then 

he laid siege to the Roman state and initiated the Concordat of 

1801 to control the material claims of the pope. When he 

recognised his error of raising the authority of the pope from 

that of a figurehead, Napoleon produced the Articles 
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Organiques (1802) with the goal of becoming the legal protector 

of the papacy, like Charlemagne. To conceal his plans before 

their actual execution, he aroused French colonial aspirations 

against Britain and the memory of the 1763 Treaty of Paris, 

exacerbating British envy of France, whose borders now 

extended to the Rhine and beyond, to Hanover, Hamburg and 

Cuxhaven. Napoleon would have ruling elites from a fusion of 

the new bourgeoisie and the old aristocracy.  

On 12 May 1802, the French Tribunat voted unanimously, with 

the exception of Carnot, in favour of the Life Consulship for 

the leader of France. This action was confirmed by the Corps 

Législatif. A general plebiscite followed thereafter resulting in 

3,653,600 votes aye and 8,272 votes nay. On 2 August 1802 

(14 Thermidor, An X), Napoleon Bonaparte was proclaimed 

Consul for life.  

 

Napoleon I on his Imperial Throne by Jean-Auguste-Dominique 

Ingres, 1806 
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Imperial standard of Napoleon I 

Pro-revolutionary sentiment swept through Germany aided by 

the "Recess of 1803", which brought Bavaria, Württemberg and 

Baden to France's side. William Pitt the Younger, back in 

power over Britain, appealed once more for an Anglo-Austro-

Russian coalition against Napoleon to stop the ideals of 

revolutionary France from spreading.  

On 18 May 1804, Napoleon was given the title of "Emperor of 

the French" by the Senate; finally, on 2 December 1804, he 

was solemnly crowned, after receiving the Iron Crown of the 

Lombard kings, and was consecrated by Pope Pius VII in Notre-

Dame de Paris.  

In four campaigns, the Emperor transformed his "Carolingian" 

feudalrepublican and federal empire into one modelled on the 

Roman Empire. The memories of imperial Rome were for a third 

time, after Julius Caesar and Charlemagne, used to modify the 

historical evolution of France. Though the vague plan for an 
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invasion of Great Britain was never executed, the Battle of Ulm 

and the Battle of Austerlitz overshadowed the defeat of 

Trafalgar, and the camp at Boulogne put at Napoleon's disposal 

the best military resources he had commanded, in the form of 

La Grande Armée.  

Early victories 

In the War of the Third Coalition, Napoleon swept away the 

remnants of the old Holy Roman Empire and created in 

southern Germany the vassal states of Bavaria, Baden, 

Württemberg, Hesse-Darmstadt and Saxony, which were 

reorganized into the Confederation of the Rhine. The Treaty of 

Pressburg, signed on 26 December 1805, extracted extensive 

territorial concessions from Austria, on top of a large financial 

indemnity. Napoleon's creation of the Kingdom of Italy, the 

occupation of Ancona, and his annexation of Venetia and its 

former Adriatic territories marked a new stage in the French 

Empire's progress.  

To create satellite states, Napoleon installed his relatives as 

rulers of many European states. The Bonapartes began to 

marry into old European monarchies, gaining sovereignty over 

many nations. Older brother Joseph Bonaparte replaced the 

dispossessed Bourbons in Naples; younger brother Louis 

Bonaparte was installed on the throne of the Kingdom of 

Holland, formed from the Batavian Republic; brother-in-law 
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Joachim Murat became Grand-Duke of Berg; youngest brother 

Jérôme Bonaparte was made son-in-law to the King of 

Württemberg and King of Westphalia, adopted son Eugène de 

Beauharnais was appointed Viceroy of Italy; and adopted 

daughter and second cousin Stéphanie de Beauharnais married 

Karl (Charles), the son of the Grand Duke of Baden. In addition 

to the vassal titles, Napoleon's closest relatives were also 

granted the title of French Prince and formed the Imperial 

House of France.  

Met with opposition, Napoleon would not tolerate any neutral 

power. On 6 August 1806 the Habsburgs abdicated their title 

of Holy Roman Emperor in order to prevent Napoleon from 

becoming the next Emperor, ending a political power which had 

endured for over a thousand years. Prussia had been offered 

the territory of Hanover to stay out of the Third Coalition. With 

the diplomatic situation changing, Napoleon offered Great 

Britain the province as part of a peace proposal. To this, 

combined with growing tensions in Germany over French 

hegemony, Prussia responded by forming an alliance with 

Russia and sending troops into Bavaria on 1 October 1806. 

During the War of the Fourth Coalition, Napoleon destroyed 

the Prussian armies at Jena and Auerstedt. Successive 

victories at Eylau and Friedland against the Russians finally 

ruined Frederick the Great's formerly mighty kingdom, obliging 

Russia and Prussia to make peace with France at Tilsit.  
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Height of the Empire 

The Treaties of Tilsit ended the war between Russia and France 

and began an alliance between the two empires that held as 

much power as the rest of Europe. The two empires secretly 

agreed to aid each other in disputes. France pledged to aid 

Russia against the Ottoman Empire, while Russia agreed to 

join the Continental System against Britain. Napoleon also 

forced Alexander to enter the Anglo-Russian War and to 

instigate the Finnish War against Sweden in order to force 

Sweden to join the Continental System.  

More specifically, Alexander agreed to evacuate Wallachia and 

Moldavia, which had been occupied by Russian forces as part 

of the Russo-Turkish War. The Ionian Islands and Cattaro, 

which had been captured by Russian admirals Ushakov and 

Senyavin, were to be handed over to the French. In 

recompense, Napoleon guaranteed the sovereignty of the Duchy 

of Oldenburg and several other small states ruled by the 

Russian emperor's German relatives.  

The treaty removed about half of Prussia's territory: Cottbus 

was given to Saxony, the left bank of the Elbe was awarded to 

the newly created Kingdom of Westphalia, Białystok was given 

to Russia, and the rest of the Polish lands in Prussian 

possession were set up as the Duchy of Warsaw. Prussia was 

ordered to reduce its army to 40,000 men and to pay an 
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indemnity of 100,000,000 francs. Observers in Prussia viewed 

the treaty as unfair and as a national humiliation.  

Talleyrand had advised Napoleon to pursue milder terms; the 

treaties marked an important stage in his estrangement from 

the emperor. After Tilsit, instead of trying to reconcile Europe, 

as Talleyrand had advised, Napoleon wanted to defeat Britain 

and complete his Italian dominion. To the coalition of the 

northern powers, he added the league of the Baltic and 

Mediterranean ports, and to the bombardment of Copenhagen 

by the Royal Navy he responded with a second decree of 

blockade, dated from Milan on 17 December 1807.  

The application of the Concordat and the taking of Naples led 

to Napoleon's first struggles with the Pope, centered 

aroundPius VII renewing the theocratic affirmations of Pope 

Gregory VII. The emperor's Roman ambition was made more 

visible by the occupation of the Kingdom of Naples and of the 

Marches, and by the entry of Miollis into Rome; while General 

Junot invaded Portugal, Marshal Murattook control of formerly 

Roman Spain as Regent. Soon after, Napoleon had his brother, 

Joseph, crowned King of Spain and sent him there to take 

control.  

Napoleon tried to succeed in the Iberian Peninsula as he had 

done in Italy, in the Netherlands, and in Hesse. However, the 

exile of the Spanish Royal Family to Bayonne, together with the 

enthroning of Joseph Bonaparte, turned the Spanish against 
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Napoleon. After the Dos de Mayo riots and subsequent 

reprisals, the Spanish government began an effective guerrilla 

campaign, under the oversight of local Juntas. The Iberian 

Peninsula became a war zone from the Pyrenees to the Straits 

of Gibraltar and saw the Grande Armée facing the remnants of 

the Spanish Army, as well as British and Portuguese forces. 

General Dupont capitulated at Bailén to General Castaños, and 

Junot at Cintra, Portugal to General Wellesley.  

Spain used up the soldiers needed for Napoleon's other fields 

of battle, and they had to be replaced by conscripts. Spanish 

resistance affected Austria, and indicated the potential of 

national resistance. The provocations of Talleyrand and Britain 

strengthened the idea that the Austrians could emulate the 

Spanish. On 10 April 1809, Austria invaded France's ally, 

Bavaria. The campaign of 1809, however, would not be nearly 

as long and troublesome for France as the one in Spain and 

Portugal. Following a short and decisive action in Bavaria, 

Napoleon opened up the road to the Austrian capital of Vienna 

for a second time. At Aspern, Napoleon suffered his first 

serious tactical defeat, along with the death of Jean Lannes, an 

able Marshal and dear friend of the emperor. The victory at 

Wagram, however, forced Austria to sue for peace. The Treaty 

of Schönbrunn, signed on 14 December 1809, resulted in the 

annexation of the Illyrian Provinces and recognized past 

French conquests.  
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The Pope was forcibly deported to Savona, and his domains 

were incorporated into the French Empire. The Senate's 

decision on 17 February 1810 created the title "King of Rome", 

and made Rome the capital of Italy. Between 1810 and 1812 

Napoleon's divorce of Joséphine, and his marriage with 

Archduchess Marie Louise of Austria, followed by the birth of 

his son, shed light upon his future policy. He gradually 

withdrew power from his siblings and concentrated his 

affection and ambition on his son, the guarantee of the 

continuance of his dynasty, marking the high point of the 

Empire.  

Intrigues and unrest 

Undermining forces, however, had already begun to impinge on 

the faults inherent in Napoleon's achievements. Britain, 

protected by the English Channel and its navy, was 

persistently active, and rebellion of both the governing and of 

the governed broke out everywhere. Napoleon, though he 

underrated it, soon felt his failure in coping with the 

Peninsular War. Men like Baron von Stein, August von 

Hardenberg and Johann von Scharnhorst had begun secretly 

preparing Prussia's retaliation.  

The alliance arranged at Tilsit was seriously shaken by the 

Austrian marriage, the threat of Polish restoration to Russia, 

and the Continental System. The very persons whom he had 
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placed in power were counteracting his plans. With many of his 

siblings and relations performing unsuccessfully or even 

betraying him, Napoleon found himself obliged to revoke their 

power. Caroline Bonaparte conspired against her brother and 

against her husband Murat; the hypochondriac Louis, now 

Dutch in his sympathies, found the supervision of the blockade 

taken from him, and also the defense of the Scheldt, which he 

had refused to ensure. Jérôme Bonaparte lost control of the 

blockade on the North Sea shores. The very nature of things 

was against the new dynasties, as it had been against the old.  

After national insurrections and family recriminations came 

treachery from Napoleon's ministers. Talleyrand betrayed his 

designs to Metternich and suffered dismissal. Joseph Fouché, 

corresponding with Austria in 1809 and 1810, entered into an 

understanding with Louis and also with Britain, while 

Bourrienne was convicted of speculation. By consequence of 

the spirit of conquest Napoleon had aroused, many of his 

marshals and officials, having tasted victory, dreamed of 

sovereign power: Bernadotte, who had helped him to the 

Consulate, played Napoleon false to win the crown of Sweden. 

Soult, like Murat, coveted the Spanish throne after that of 

Portugal, thus anticipating the treason of 1812.  

The country itself, though flattered by conquests, was tired of 

self-sacrifice. The unpopularity of conscription gradually 

turned many of Napoleon's subjects against him. Amidst 
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profound silence from the press and the assemblies, a protest 

was raised against imperial power by the literary world, 

against the excommunicated sovereign by Catholicism, and 

against the author of the continental blockade by the 

discontented bourgeoisie, ruined by the crisis of 1811. Even as 

he lost his military principles, Napoleon maintained his gift for 

brilliance. His Six Days' Campaign, which took place at the 

very end of the War of the Sixth Coalition, is often regarded as 

his greatest display of leadership and military prowess. But by 

then it was the end (or "the finish"), and it was during the 

years before when the nations of Europe conspired against 

France. While Napoleon and his holdings idled and worsened, 

the rest of Europe agreed to avenge the revolutionary events of 

1792.  

Fall 

Napoleon had hardly succeeded in putting down the revolt in 

Germany when the emperor of Russia himself headed a 

European insurrection against Napoleon. To put an end to this, 

to ensure his own access to the Mediterranean and exclude his 

chief rival, Napoleon invaded Russia in 1812. Despite his 

victorious advance, the taking of Smolensk, the victory on the 

Moskva, and the entry into Moscow, he was defeated by the 

country and the climate, and by Alexander's refusal to make 

terms. After this came the terrible retreat in the harsh Russian 

winter, while all of Europe was turning against him. Pushed 
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back, as he had been in Spain, from bastion to bastion, after 

the action on the Berezina, Napoleon had to fall back upon the 

frontiers of 1809, and then—having refused the peace offered 

to him by Austria at the Congress of Prague (4 June – 10 

August 1813), from fear of losing Italy, where each of his 

victories had marked a stage in the accomplishment of his 

dream—on those of 1805, despite the victories at Lützen and 

Bautzen, and on those of 1802 after his disastrous defeat at 

Leipzig, when Bernadotte—now Crown Prince of Sweden—

turned upon him, General Moreau also joined the Allies, and 

longstanding allied nations, such as Saxony and Bavaria, 

forsook him as well.  

Following his retreat from Russia, Napoleon continued to 

retreat, this time from Germany. After the loss of Spain, 

reconquered by an Allied army led by Wellington, the uprising 

in the Netherlands preliminary to the invasion and the 

manifesto of Frankfurt (1 December 1813) which proclaimed it, 

he was forced to fall back upon the frontiers of 1795; and was 

later driven further back upon those of 1792—despite the 

forceful campaign of 1814 against the invaders. 

Paris capitulated on 30 March 1814, and the Delenda 

Carthago, pronounced against Britain, was spoken of Napoleon. 

The Empire briefly fell with Napoleon's abdication at 

Fontainebleau on 11 April 1814.  
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After less than a year's exile on the island of Elba, Napoleon 

escaped to France with a thousand men and four cannons. 

King Louis XVIII sent Marshal Ney to arrest him. Upon meeting 

Ney's army, Napoleon dismounted and walked into firing range, 

saying "If one of you wishes to kill his emperor, here I am!" But 

instead of firing, the soldiers went to join Napoleon's side 

shouting "Vive l'Empereur!" Napoleon retook the throne 

temporarily in 1815, reviving the Empire in the "Hundred 

Days." However, he was defeated by the Seventh Coalition at 

the Battle of Waterloo. He surrendered himself to the British 

and was exiled to Saint Helena, a remote island in the South 

Atlantic, where he remained until his death in 1821. After the 

Hundred Days, the Bourbon monarchy was restored, with Louis 

XVIII regaining the French throne, while the rest of Napoleon's 

conquests were disposed of in the Congress of Vienna.  

Nature of Napoleon Bonaparte's rule 

Napoleon gained support by appealing to some common 

concerns of the French people. These included dislike of the 

emigrant nobility who had escaped persecution, fear by some of 

a restoration of the Ancien Régime, a dislike and suspicion of 

foreign countries that had tried to reverse the Revolution—and 

a wish by Jacobins to extend France's revolutionary ideals.  

Napoleon attracted power and imperial status and gathered 

support for his changes of French institutions, such as the 
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Concordat of 1801 which confirmed the Catholic Church as the 

majority church of France and restored some of its civil status. 

Napoleon by this time, however, thought himself more of an 

enlightened despot. He preserved numerous social gains of the 

Revolution while suppressing political liberty. He admired 

efficiency and strength and hated feudalism, religious 

intolerance, and civil inequality.  

Although a supporter of the radicalJacobins during the early 

days of the Revolution out of pragmatism, Napoleon became 

increasingly autocratic as his political career progressed, and 

once in power embraced certain aspects of both liberalism and 

authoritarianism—for example, public education, a generally 

liberal restructuring of the French legal system, and the 

emancipation of the Jews—while rejecting electoral democracy 

and freedom of the press. 
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