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After the Middle Ages, the French got their heads on straight. Charles VIII (late 15th) invaded Italy in 1494. Italy’s weakness resulted from its lack of unity. French derived its strength from its native and huge army. There was tension between the monarch and the papacy. In 1516, Francis I concluded the Concordat of Bologna, by which Pope Leo X permitted the French king to appoint men of his choice to all the highest offices in the French church. This laid the foundation for the Gallican Church-a term signifying the power of the Catholic church in France-which was sanctioned and overseen by the kings. From 1562-1598, the French experienced religious wars. In 1579, the Huguenots published the Vindiciae contra Tyrannos. It justified rebellion an unjust king. By the late 16th century, subjects had available the moral justification to oppose their monarch’s will by force, and this justification rested on Scripture and religious conviction. The same thing was translated in English in 1648, a year before Parliament publicly executed Charles I of England. The era of royal supremacy came to an end with his successor, Henry II (16th). Henry occupied himself with the pleasures of the hunt. His sons were weak too. In this vacuum, their mother, Catherine emerged as a ruler-a queen despised for her lineage, for the fact she was a woman, and for her propensity. She probably ordered the execution of Protestants which began the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre (1572). The massacre gave renewed energy to Protestantism. The wars ended in 1589 with the death of the last king without a male heir. He placed Henry, duke of Bourbon and a Protestant to succeed him. Henry had to reconvert to effect peace and reestablish political stability. Under Henry IV, the French throne acquired its position in national politics. He granted Protestants toleration with the Edict of Nantes (1598). Louis XIII (17th) realized that his rule depended on an efficient bureaucracy, a renewable treasury, and constant vigilance against localized claims to power. Cardinal Richelieu, who served as Louis’ chief minister from 1624-1642, became the architect of French absolutism. His morality embodied on raison d’état. He sought to serve the state by bringing disruptive elements within French society under the king’s control. He increased the power of the bureaucracy, attacked power elsewhere and Protestants. He humbled the nobles by limiting them to councilors to the king. Reason of state guided Richelieu to join the Protestant side of the Thirty Years’ War, and resulted in a victory for the French. When Richelieu and Louis died, Louis’ son was only five, so Cardinal Mazarin took over. His actions produced the Fronde: a series of street riots that eventually cost the government control over Paris and lasted from 1648-1653. The Fronde threatened to develop into a full-scale uprising. It might have done so but its leadership was divided. Lesser nobles distrusted the aristocracy. When Louis XIV came to power in 1661, he crafted the absolutist state, and became the source of all power, which was administered by his bureaucracy. The army was enlarged, engineers were sent elsewhere from Paris, there were academies and architecture and engineering corps. Under Louis, the state became the major player in everything. No monarch had held so much authority or commanded such an effective military and administrative machine. Louis’ reign represents the culmination of the process of increasing monarchical authority. Louis dispensed with the aristocracy’s services as advisers. Louis palace at Versailles cost a fortune, and so did his wars. To raise capital, he used the services of Jean Baptiste Colbert, an administrator who improved tax collection, promoted new industries, and encouraged international trade. Richelieu had appointed the king’s own men as functionaries dispatched with wide powers into the provinces. During Louis’ reign, the country was divided into 32 districts. The peasants could not revolt because of the size of the army and police. Absolutism rested on the complicity of the old aristocracy, the church’s doctrines, the taxes, and the power of a huge military machine. Yet his system was flawed. Without any checks on power and conquest, no limit was imposed on the state’s capacity to make war on the national debt. In 1685, he revoked the edict of Nantes. In 1689, he went on a campaign to gain territory from the Holy Roman Empire. In 1701, he tried to bring Spain under his control. Out of this war came a balance of power in Europe, with Britain emerging as a major force. Louis’ participation emptied the royal treasury. By the late 17th century, taxes had risen too much on the poor. In 1690, this coupled with disease spread poverty and starvation. By 1715, France was a tightly governed society whose treasury was bankrupt. At his death in 1715, Louis left his successors a system of bureaucracy and taxation that was in need of overhaul. The bureaucracy became unbearable. It forced manufacturers to send them products for approval. By the 1780’s, the manufacturers discontent contributed to the French Revolution of 1789. 


