
Absolutism, Enlightenment and Revolution 
 Historical Frame (Context)  

Preceding Time 
Early Modern Period (1450-1750):  
Global Convergence 

Time Period  
Late Modern Period (1750-1915): 
Industrialization 

Essential Question: Who should have 
power? 

Absolutism Historical Picture (Events) Enlightenment 
Monarchy, as a form of 
government 
dominated, most of 
history from the 
Ancient World through 
the Middle Ages. The 
position of authority 
was typically justified 
with religious reasons 
like divine right, and 
was over a rigid class 
system wherein some 
had traditional 
privileges like the 
church and aristocracy. 
In Europe, monarchies 
became increasingly 
powerful and wealthy 
from colonization and 
growing gunpowder 
armies. Yet a growing 
middle class desired a 
greater voice in 
government and were 
drawn to the ideas of 
the Enlightenment. 
Some monarchies 
responded by banning 
books, but other 
“enlightened despots” 
accepted some of the 
ideas, like religious 
freedom, banning 
torture and criticizing 
the feudal system. 
Nevertheless, change 
was slow.  

United States France During the Renaissance, 
philosophers looked to 
the past, but 
increasingly old ideas 
were being questioned 
and greater reliance 
was placed on reason. 
The Protestant 
Reformation turned 
from the authority of 
the Pope to the Bible. 
Scientists turned 
conceptions of the 
universe on its head. 
And just as scientists 
searched for natural 
laws that explained the 
universe, 
Enlightenment thinkers 
looked for natural laws 
that could create a 
perfect human society 
and government. This 
challenged the 
traditional authority of 
monarchies with ideas 
of natural rights, a 
social contract, 
separation of power, 
and a legal process and 
protection.  

 BEFORE AFTER  BEFORE AFTER 

Political 

Despite being a colony of 
Britain, the colonies had 
significant autonomy. 

The revolution was 
primarily fought to 
preserve established 
liberties, justified with. 
Enlightenment thought. 

Political 

A weakening monarchy 
struggled to modernize 
its tax structure. 

King is executed and a 
republic is formed with 
universal male suffrage 
for a while.  

Economic 
Colonists reacted to the 
new British push for 
revenue to pay its war 
debt 

Property rights are held 
intact, but new land is 
opened for the taking.  Economic 

Economic woes from 
bad harvests and debt 
from wars.  

Economic instability 
continues with ongoing 
wars.  

Social 
The colonies did not 
have an aristocracy and 
were more egalitarian, 
except for slavery.  

White landowning elites 
remained in power with 
little social change.  Social 

Clergy and nobles try to 
protect traditional 
privileges.   

An effort to create a 
whole new society is 
made by removing feudal 
privileges. 

Haiti Latin America 
 BEFORE AFTER  BEFORE AFTER 

Political 

Colony of France and a 
huge source of revenue 

Form a republic free 
from French control.  

Political 

The Spanish colony had 
little autonomy under 
Spain’s authoritarian 
control. Napoleon 
throws the monarchy 
into chaos. 

Colony rids itself of 
Spanish control and 
divides into various 
republics.  

Economic 

Source of huge revenue 
from sugar plantations 
 

Plantations are divided 
up. Economy struggles 
because of isolation by 
Western powers and 
debt to France. 

Economic 

Mercantilist policies left 
the colonies poorly 
developed 

Latin American nations 
struggle afterwards.  

Social 
White landowners and 
artisans alongside free 
blacks and slaves.  

Slavery is abolished  
Social 

Strict class divisions 
Peasant revolts were 
crushed.  

Creoles claim power. 
Little improvement for 
enslaved Africans or 
Native Americans 

   
   


