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1. WHAT IS ANCIENT REGIME? 
The Ancient Regime is the social, political and economic system that existed in Europe 
before the French Revolution during the Early Modern Age (16th-18th centuries). 
 

1.1. LOW GROWTH OF THE POPULATION 
During the Early Modern Age there was a low natural growth because high birth rates were 
counteracted by high death rates. It depended on human and natural disasters which 
caused famines and epidemics. 
 

1.2. FEUDALISM 
It was a way of structuring society around relationships derived from the holding of land in 

exchange for service or labour.  

Survival of the Feudal system 

• Lords owned the biggest lands or large estates. 

• Landowners rented plots of lands to the peasants. 

• Lords received a significant amount of incomes from the rent of lands 
 
In the Early Modern Age, there was still a closed society: there was a rigid social system 
which didn´t allow people to change groups easily. The estates of the realm continued to be 
the dominant form of social organisation in Europe. 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN STATES 

PRIVILEGED NON PRIVILEGED 
Not working They worked 

Not paying taxes They payed taxes 

Inheriting and owning title and land They couldn’t arrive to the goverment 

Receiving rent  
Occupying important governmental positions  
Special laws  

 
 
 
 

NOBILITY 

• Privileged social group: birth, royal concession. 

• Political and economical power: 
o Large crops 
o Dont pay taxes 
o Got incomes 
o Political charges 



o Legal superiority 

CLERGY 
Privileged social group: no birth, wirepulling, second child 

 

BURGUEOISE 

• Unprivileged social group: they pay taxes. without political influence. 

• They could get married with nobility in order to promote. 

• They will cause the revolutions of the 19th century: struggle for social ascent. 

• Upper middle class or bourgeoisie 
o Was composed of prominent merchants and business owners, bankers, 

investors, functionaries, lawyers… 
o They become richer and more powerful as the European economy prospered. 

• The lower middle class, or petite bourgeoisie 
o Composed mostly of small merchants and craftsmen. 

PEASANTRY 

• It was the most numerous group in society. 
▪ It was composed of poor farmers and labourers 
▪ They suffered during the 17th century because of: 

• poor harvests, 

• rising prices 

• the higher taxes which they had to pay to the crown, nobility 
and clergy. 

1.3. AGRARIAN-BASED ECONOMY 
• The 75% of the population belonged to the Primary sector. There was a closed or 

subsistence economy: 
o the population depended on resources, goods and services that were 

provided by its own members. 
o There was little or no trade with other regions. 

• Traditional agriculture is a type of subsistence agricultura and its practised on small 
plots of land. The main objective is to feed the farm family. 

o Polyculture is used extensively. Farmers cultivates various crops at the same 
time to make sure there is food during the whole year 

o Very primitive farming techniques and tools. As a result, productivity is low. 
o Strong dependence on physical factors. When the weather is good, crops are 

abundant. If not, ther is not enough food. 
 
 

CRAFT-INDUSTRY 

• Craftsmen made their products by hand 

• They worked in small workshops, which were located in the owner´s house. 

• They controlled the whole production process, from the beginning to the end. 



• They used very little machinery. 

• The sources of energy were: human, animal or the one given by water or wind. 
 

TRADE 

The triangular trade 

• Capture slaves in Africa and take them to America in order to work in 
mines and plantations 

• Export the raw materials produced by slaves to Europe, make 
manufactured products in Europe 

• Exchange those products in Africa for slaves, repiting the cicle. 

• Controlled by the bourgeoise, who became very rich. 

1.4. ECONOMIC SYSTEM 
After the discovery of America, three economic systems developed: 

 

• Commercial capitalism 
 

• Physiocracy 
 

• Mercantilism 
 

THE 16TH CENTURY: COMMERCIAL CAPITALISM 

• Thanks to the discovery of the New World there was a significant economic growth in 
Europe. 

• The New World became an important new market for European exports. 

• Commercial capitalism developed: 
o A new system that enabled private businesses to accumulate profits, especially 

through trade. 
o Factors: 

▪ The emergence of new forms of craft production in workshops and 
through the domestic system. 

▪ The establishment of banks (commercial operations) 
▪ New commercial and financial practices (bills of exchange, loans)   

 
 
 
 
 

PHYSIOCRACY 

• Economic theory supported, among others, by Francois Quesnay. Agriculture might be 
the base for the wealth of a nation. It allowed the population to live and trading goods. 

• They favoured private property of the land, the freedom of trade and were against any 
intrusion of the government. In order to reach their goals they thought that every 



mortmain land (lands owned by the church and nobility which could not be bought or 
sold) should be confiscated. 

THE 17TH CENTURY: MERCANTILISM 

• There was a serious economic crisis, caused mostly by the enormous amounts of 
gold and silver that arrived in Europe from America. 

• An excess of these precious metals caused their value to fall, while prices increased. 

• Mercantilism 
o Imposed by Europe´s absolute monarchs 
o Based on the idea that a country´s wealth depended on how much gold and 

silver it possessed. 
o In order to accumulate more of these precious metals, monarchs 

implemented protectionist policies to limit imports and encourage exports. 

MAIN DIFFERENCES BETWEEN MERCANTILISTS AND PHYSIOCRATS 
 

MERCANTILISTS PHYSIOCRATS 

The word comes from the Latin word marcari 
which means to run at trade  

Physiocracy (from the Greek for “government 
of nature” Physio= natural and Crat=rule or 
rule of nature or natural law)  

Nations worth determined by a store of the 
precious metals gold and silver  

Free trade should be encouraged among 
nations through the absence of extensive 
Lowe's and dances  

Importation of foreign goods should be limited 
through restrictions 

Government should allow people to make own 
choices  

Government needed to control population 
patterns by dictating where people can live 
and where they may work in order to ensure 
productivity  

Because free labour is more productive  

 

2. ENLIGHTENMENT 
What was The Enlightenment? It was an 18th century intellectual and cultural movement 
that questioned the bases of the Ancien Régime. 
 
The Enlightened defended that reason was the only way to understand the World. Anything 
that could not pass by the filters of reason was refused as trickery and lie. 
 
They said that tolerance must be the base of every human relation and attacked religious 
intolerance. 
 
They thought that education and progress will come the improvement of life conditions. It 
was called The Century of Lights after ages of obscurantism the 18th philosophers thought 
that the Light of Reason vanish the shadows on Earth. 
Precursors of Enlightenment: 



 

• John Locke. He criticized absolutism and laid out the separation of powers for the 
first time 

• Isaac Newton. He was one of the fathers of the scientific method based on the facts 
and direct observation. 

 
 

2.1. PHILOSOPHERS OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

Montesquieu. 

He developed the idea of separation of powers (executive, legislature and judiciary) in his 
masterwork was “The spirit of the laws” (“De le spirit des lois”). 

 

Rousseau 

He defined the notion of “Social Contract” as a deal between all citizens recorded into a 

Constitution. He brought up the idea of national sovereignty expressed by suffrage. 

Voltaire 

He defended the necessity of a parliament which controlled royal power. He also believed in 

a equal tax system where the third estate were not the only taxpayers. 

John Locke 

The idea he had is that both government and people's right had a major impact on the 

Enlightenment, and also government should be constitutional monarchy, which meant that 

the monarch's power is limited by a basic set of laws. 

John had published Two Treatises of Government, that justified Parliament's action. The 

overall idea of this book is that the purpose of the government is to protect people’s natural 

rights, including the right to life, liberty, and property. 

Baron de Montesquieu 

He became a president of the local parliament.  

Montesquieu's most famous book was The Spirit of Laws, published in 1748. He talks about 

some ideas of how government should be organized. Similar to John Locke, Montesquieu was 

also protecting the public rather than strengthening the government.  

He argued and divided the government into 3 branches; legislative, executive, and judicial. 

Each branch had it's own work, and Montesquieu named it the Separation of Powers. 

Voltaire 

Was the most celebrated writers of the Enlightenment. Voltaire attended to a Catholic college 
and had walked on a career in literature. He believed the passionate of human happiness and 
justice. When facing a error, or oppression, he would attack the French court and the power 
of the Catholic clergy 
One of his most famous book is Candide, the basic idea is that the world made by God must 
be the best of all possible worlds. With this beliefs, Voltaire believed that it would prevent 
people from fighting the evils in the world. 



Though with his strong beliefs, he criticized intolerance and oppression wherever he saw 
them, the outspoken ways often led into conflicts with the publics. 

Madamme de Geoffrin 

A great sponsor of salons, she helped people plan meetings in her house to talk about the 
latest ideas. Also she gave support to Encyclopedists, who wrote the first encyclopedias. 
Princes , politicians, artists, writers, and philosophers exchanged latest ideas that time. 

Olympe de Gouges 

Once a daughter of a butcher, with poor education, she still became a writer and a social 
reformer. She argued for the rights of women and equality with men. French revolutionaries 
laughed at her ideas, later on in 1793 she was sent to the guillotine because of speaking out 
of the bloodshed of the revolution. 
 

2.2. THE SPREAD OF ENLIGHTENED THOUGHT  

 
Enlightened ideas spread through Europe and the Americas through three channels: the salons or 

gatherings held in private homes; the new communications media, such as magazines, newspapers, 

pamphlets and brochures; and the Encyclopaedia, a work composed of 28 volumes published by 

Diderot and d’Alembert between 1751 and 1772. 

 

2.3. POLITICAL CHANGES  
 

Criticism of absolute monarchy. Absolute monarchy was prevalent in Europe; it considered that the 

power of the king was a divine right that came from God. The king held the legislative, executive 

and judicial powers. He also ran the economy and controlled the army. He would forego convening 

the Courts or Parliament, which represented the three estates: the nobility, the clergy and the 

people. 

Under this political panorama, where absolutism predominated in Europe in the 18th century 

some Enlightenment intellectuals criticised absolute monarchy:  

• Voltaire proposed limiting the power of the king by means of a Parliament like the English 

model;  

• Montesquieu defended the separation of legislative, executive and judicial powers. 

• Rousseau stated that sovereignty or power resides in the citizens and those who rule must 

be guided by the general will of the people.  

 

2.4. SOCIAL CHANGES IN THE 18TH CENTURY  
 



Stratified society began to crumble in the 18th century. Enlightened intellectuals began criticising 

the privileged classes and defended a social division based on merit, personal worth and social 

usefulness. Thus, they criticised the nobility for failing to play a useful role in society, since their 

former military function was now performed by professional armies. They also criticised the clergy 

for their large numbers, and their influence in society and on education.  

The bourgeoisie became an increasingly numerous and active group. Enriched because of their 

economic activities, they considered themselves as producers of wealth and complained that 

they unfairly lacked social recognition and political influence. 

The bourgeois movement was particularly important in France where, towards the end of the 

century, it triggered a revolutionary process – The French Revolution of 1789 – which would put 

an end to the Old Regime.  

 

3. Enlightenment politics in Europe, America and Spain. 
 

Catherine the Great of Russia (r. 1762-1796) 

• German born wife of Czar Peter III 

• Controlled government after Peter III’s death 

• Increased European culture in Russia 

• Peasant Reforms 

• Territorial Expansion 

• Corresponded with Diderot 

Frederick II of Prussia (r.1740-1786) 

• Rebelled against father 

• Later developed finest army 

• Built Sans Souci (Potsdam) 

• Invited Voltaire to the court 

Charles III of Spain (r. 1759-1788)  

 

• Bourbon family 

• Improved life for Spanish 

• Suppressed Jesuits 

 



Enlightened Despots vs. Absolute Rulers 
 

Enlightened Despots Absolute Rulers 

Focused on improving country Reluctant to change 

Economic reform Economic disasters 

Sought advise Dictated 

 

 

4. What about the Enlightenment in Spain? 
In Spain, Enlightenment ideas were spread by a group  of important thinkers and politicians 

that included: 
• Jovellanos 
• Conde de Floridablanca 

4.2. What did they want? 
These people wanted to use Enlightenment ideas to improve economic, social and cultural 
traditions in Spain. This was necessary because Spain had declined during the reigns of the 
Lesser Habsburgs-the last three kings of this dynasty. 

4.3. How were their ideas spread? 
To communicate their ideas, Spanish Enlightenment thinkers published scientific and literary 
papers. They also established schools, academies and associations like sociedades 
económicas de amigos del país. New public spaces were created, such as the Royal Botanic 
Gardens in Madrid. However, these ideas encountered resistance from the nobility, the 
Church, and the people who defended their traditional way of life. 
 
 
 
 
 


