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UNIT 1: BACKGROUND: SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND 

POLITICAL CRISIS IN 17
TH

 CENTURY 

EUROPE 

Structure 

1.0 Objectives 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism 

1.3 Economic Crisis 

1.4 Climate Change 

1.5 Demographic Decline 

1.6 Conflicts and Wars 

1.7 Let Us Sum Up 

1.8 Key Word 

1.9 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercises 

1.0 OBJECTIVES 

After reading this unit you will be able to understand 

 concept of general crisis of 17
th

 century in Europe, 

 role and impact of transition from Feudalism to Capitalism, and 

 political, economic, and social upheaval of 17
th

 century in Europe. 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The 17
th

 century in Europe is usually portrayed both as a time of war and crisis, 

social unrest and civil resistance, and as a period of almost unequalled material 

progress, a new world order, and restoration. Few historical controversies have been 

as prolonged, wide-ranging, and fruitful as the debate over “the crisis of the 

seventeenth century.” The emergence of capitalism, the development of the modern 

state, the history of revolts and rebellions, population growth, price history, the 

question of unequal development—these are just some of the subjects that fell within 

its purview. In addition, the crisis debate drew upon and stimulated some of the best 

and most interesting new developments in historical methodology, such as British 

Marxism, historical sociology, the Annales School, the new social history of the 
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1960s, modernization theory, historical demography, and world systems studies. 

Historians’ have taken recourse to the crisis concept for the seventeenth century 

across the various sub-fields of their discipline. 

1.2 TRANSITION FROM FEUDALISM TO CAPITALISM 

Capitalism during the 17
th

 century is generally described as a parasite operating 

under the constraints of a feudal apparatus. Hobsbawm held that if capitalism is to 

rise, feudal or agrarian society must be revolutionized. He outlined the criteria 

necessary for capitalism to become dominate. First, there must be enough 

accumulated capital to fund capitalistic expansion. Second there must be increase in 

the division of labour so production can increase to capitalistic levels. A large 

quantity of wage earners who exchange their monies for goods and service at market 

is also required, and lastly the current colonial system must be revolutionized as 

well.   

The obstacles to the fulfillment of these criteria are as follows. Peasants and much of 

the general population rarely used money except when dealing with the state. Under 

the self-sustaining localized agrarian economies of feudalism, there are an 

insufficient number of buyers of mass produced goods. This makes mass production 

uneconomical and thus capitalistic profits impossible. Under feudalism and the 

absence of a mass market, sellers would opt to make the most profit possible per sale 

by limiting production and focusing on luxury goods (i.e. silk and pepper) instead of 

more revolutionary commodities (i.e. sugar and cotton) which should be mass 

produced and sold at lower prices to generate maximum aggregate profits. With the 

lure of these revolutionary capitalistic profits absent, so is the fundamental 

motivation for establishment of capitalism. 

Europe in the early 17
th

 century was faced with a number of obstacles to economic 

development i.e. Population declined or stagnated, the gains of the north-western 

states not exceeding the losses of the Mediterranean world. From the 1620's to the 

1650's was a distinct period of crisis in commerce i.e. the Sound tolls of the Baltic, 

trade of foodstuffs, the poor profits of the Dutch and English East India companies 

as well as Amsterdam's Wisselbank's profits. The expansion of Europe experienced 

contraction from 1600-1640 while at home it experienced a socio-revolutionary 

crisis from 1640-1660. One of the only positive results of this crisis was the rise of 

absolutism, since it solved three main problems in Europe viz., Government became 

enforced over large areas; it could gather enough capital for lump-sum payments; 

and it could now run its own armies. But even absolutism was a result of economic 

crisis. For the causes of this crisis four areas were important: the specialization of 

`feudal capitalists' in the case of Italy, the contradictions of expansion in Eastern 

Europe, the contradictions of expansion in overseas and colonial markets, and the 

contradictions of home markets. Italy was a prime example of how the capital up to 

this point was poorly invested. The poor economic choices of the wealthy 

(investment in the arts and architecture instead of improved means of production) 
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created the economic decline of Italy. In the old colonial system initial costs 

followed by a crisis because of rising protection costs and limited technological 

advancement. This same lack of innovation meant the slow growth of capitalism, as 

Hobsbawm states it, "economic expansion took place within a social framework 

which it was not yet strong enough to burst". These obstacles combined with the 

sharp deflation following the Thirty Years' War created a European-wide economic 

crisis. 

1.3 ECONOMIC CRISIS 

The seventeenth-century crisis was not a universal retrogression, but that it hit the 

various sectors at different times and to a different extent. The long-term trends in 

trade and industry are unclear: there were crises at one time or another in every 

European production centre and in all branches of European trade, but it is 

impossible to pinpoint a time or a period when European trade and industry as a 

whole was hit by a depression. On the other hand, the demographic trends and 

agricultural prices and production indicate that there was something seriously the 

matter with the European economy, and the low relative prices combined with the 

failing yield indicate that we should seek the explanation not solely in poorer 

climatic conditions or in population pressure— for in that case the prices would have 

been rising—but in the inability of the population to buy corn and their inability to 

survive. Finally, if we take a look at the public sector and reckon protection to be a 

service, in the economic-theoretical meaning of the word, the whole question of a 

seventeenth-century crisis falls to the ground. Never before was Spain so thoroughly 

protected as under Philip-IV, never before was Germany so thoroughly protected as 

during the Thirty Years’ War, and never before was France so thoroughly protected 

as under the cardinals, and Louis-XIV. The production of protection was the 

seventeenth century’s ‘leading sector’. It would be reasonable to suppose that these 

phenomena were interrelated. An increase in taxation in the widest sense, which 

exceeded the increase in production in an economy still chiefly based on subsistence 

agriculture, would have precisely these effects. Part of the population was always 

living at or near subsistence level, and an increase in the tax burden would reduce 

their chances of surviving an especially difficult year. Furthermore, it may be 

regarded as probable that a population would react to a drop in its available income 

by a reduction in the birth rate, e.g., by raising the age at first marriage. The effect in 

the agricultural sector would, with the exception of a few privileged localities, be 

purely negative, as the decrease in private demand would not be compensated for by 

an increase in public expenditure. For industry and trade the effects would be more 

complicated. Increased public demand would probably more than compensate for the 

reduced private demand, but not necessarily within the same production areas. 

Moreover, the difference in the level of taxes and in the tax systems would have 

different effects on the production costs and thereby on the ability to compete in the 

various production centres. 
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1.4 CLIMATE CHANGE 

The General Crisis overlaps fairly neatly with the Little Ice Age whose peak some 

authorities locate in the 17
th

 century. Of particular interest is the overlap with the 

Maunder Minimum, El Niño events and an abnormal spate of volcanic activity. 

Climatologists such as David Rind and Jonathan Overpeck have hypothesised that 

these three events are interlinked. Across the Northern Hemisphere, the mid-17
th

 

century experienced almost unprecedented death rates. Geoffrey Parker has 

suggested that environmental factors may have been in part to blame, especially the 

global cooling trend of this period. 

1.5 DEMOGRAPHIC DECLINE 

During this period there was a significant decline in populations particularly in 

Europe and China. The cause for this demographic decline is complicated and 

significantly unproven but war, climate change and migration are the main factors 

that contributed to this population crisis. War ravaged Europe for almost the entirety 

of the century with no major state avoiding war in the 1640s. Some states saw very 

few years of peace for example Poland only saw 27 years of peace, the Dutch 

Republic 14, France 11, and Spain only 3. An example of the impact of war on 

demography in Europe is Germany, whose population was reduced by approximately 

15% to 30% in the Thirty Years' War. Another factor for the demographic decline in 

Europe was the spate of climatic events that dramatically affected the food supply 

and caused major crop failure in the marginal farmland of Europe. During this period 

there was a drop of 1–2 °C, which coincides with the Maunder Minimum and 

frequent, large spates of volcanism which acted to drop temperatures enough to 

cause crop failures in Europe. Crop failures were met with a wave of urban 

migration that perpetuated unsustainable urban populations and caused in some areas 

a Malthusian crisis. Although in some areas the early stages of the subsistence crises 

were not necessarily Malthusian in nature, the result usually followed this model of 

agricultural deficit in relation to population. 

1.6 CONFLICTS AND WARS 

One important example of the crisis is the thirty years war. It was a war that took 

place in central Europe (especially in Germany) between 1618 and 1648, in which 

the majority of the great European powers intervened. This war would mark the 

future if the European continent in the centuries to follow. The origin of this war 

goes back to the Peace of Augsburg, which basically stated that the religion of the 

ruler of the land will be the religion of the people. This resolved the conflicts 

between the Catholics and the Protestants for a while, but due to the diverse religions 

practiced in the German states, it did not solve the underlying religious issues 

definitively. Just by analysing the phrases above, we automatically get the sense that 

it was religious conflicts the root cause of this war. This is confirmed by the event 
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that sparked the war, the revolt in Bohemia. In this revolt, member of the 

predominantly protestant bohemian legislature threw two catholic government 

officials pot the window, as a sign of protest against the religious policies of the 

newly elected king, the catholic Ferdinand-II. However, the Catholics defeated the 

protestants, and this leads us to another example of religion causing the 30 years 

war; the intervention of the Danish and then the Swedish. This happened because of 

the fear of these kingdoms that their sovereignty as protestant lands was threatened 

by the Catholic success in the war, and also because the declarations of the king 

Frederick-V, where he said that all Europe should be back to Catholic. Nevertheless, 

at this point the Catholics are still winning the war, and this catches the awareness of 

Cardinal Richelieu, who was the chief minister of King Louis-XII of France. From 

this point on, this religious war becomes political, because even though he was 

catholic, France decides to join the war and help the Protestants. The reason for this 

was simple, balance of power; the French felt that Habsburgs have gained too much 

power and they did not want just one great power to control Europe. 

This war is a great example of how religious and political reasons shaped this 

European crisis, and how these events led to the economic and social problems that a 

war brings, in order to fund the war with money and men. After all, this war was 

ended with the Treaty of Westphalia which ironically ended up being like the treaty 

of the peace Augsburg that stated that the religion of the prince is the religion of the 

people. The political effects of this war were very traumatic as well, first it weakened 

the power of the empire, and the individual territories of the Germany gained more 

autonomy even than before the war. 

Another problem that rose during this crisis was the war of the three kingdoms. This 

is another great example to argue that Trevor Roper was correct in explaining the 

main cause of the crisis. This war happened after England, Ireland and Scotland 

became united under the power of only one ruler. This was possible because, since 

Queen Elizabeth of England had no direct heir to her throne, the next in line was 

James Stuart, the king of Scotland. So what types of problems this created? First, 

James was a firm believer of the “divine right monarchy”, which basically means 

that he was placed there by god and does not have to report to anyone else. This 

belief did not bring many problems to other nations; however, the fact that England 

had a parliament created a lot of political tensions in this era. Expanding upon this, 

the wealth that the members of the parliament had acquired from the agricultural 

innovation, the expansion of their land and sheep count, increased this problems 

even more, because they now wanted to match their political power with their 

economic power. The fact of this happening brings us back to our thesis, and shows 

a religious problem becoming political, which ultimately becomes social. Historians 

argue this because the parliament starts to have power from the times of King Henry, 

when he needed their approval to separate from the Catholic Church (religion). 

Years after, this backfires to King James, because it gave more authority to the 

wealthy parliament, and clash with his ideals of divine right and absolutism 
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(Politics). Subsequently, creating a lot tension and confusion among the people of 

the three kingdoms, whose laws and taxes kept changing as the power of the 

monarchy and the parliament would fluctuate (Social). 

To further support our point, we can cite the historian Paul Hazard, who coined the 

term “crisis of the European consciousness” to define an ideological crisis that could 

be found in the intellectual ambient of Europe after the wars of religion. This is a 

valid argument since it is logical to believe that religious conflicts could rupture the 

emotional stability of a society that is very much influenced by god and religion. The 

raise and growth of new religions that differed in many matters with ancient 

Catholicism brought into the map many thinkers that challenged even more the 

traditional beliefs.  Intellectuals such as Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke and 

Newton share a common time, it can even be dated astronomically with the famous 

Halley’s comet of 1680 which allowed Pierre Bayle drafting its Charter, and use this 

to make fun (in a way) at the Religious superstitions and affirm that knowledge must 

be constantly proven and updated. However, this eventually created some social 

problems, since most of the universities and teaching centers were controlled and 

had the patronage of the church, being either catholic, like the Jesuits, or protestants. 

This is another example of how religious conflicts (Trevor’s argument) happened 

first and the led to social problems (Hobsbawn argument) 

Possibly the best example of the religious and political causes of this crisis was the 

glorious revolution. Going back to the origin of the problem, old King James-II was 

a Catholic that had already irritated the parliament by relaxing the restrictions on the 

Catholics and allowing them to hold positions in public offices. Nevertheless, James 

was old and next line for the throne was his daughter Mary, a protestant that was 

married to William of Orange; so the parliament does not really take any action. 

However, things turn ugly after James-II has a son that would mean the continuity of 

Catholic rule in England, which the parliament would not allow. This caused the 

glorious revolution, and causes James to escape to France with his son, and William 

of Orange is invited to be king of England. 

It is interesting to see how the biggest political problem that King James-II had was 

the fact that he was catholic, once again religion. In addition, the fact that the 

parliament is the one that invites William to be king summarizes the amount of 

power that he would have, which as we can see, was very limited. He was given 

many restrictions, such as the obligation to be an Anglican, he was not allowed to 

have a standing army, he was not allowed to veto a parliament act and there was no 

arbitrary arrest. Based on this, comes a liberal social movement that will support the 

ideas of the parliament in a way, and moves England even further away from 

absolutism. A leader of this movement is John Locke. We can see in his “Two 

treatises to the government” his idea of the natural right to live, which basically 

states that we all have a right to liberty and the possession of property. Moreover, if 

the government does not protect the natural right to live of the people, they can revel 

and a demand a ruler who does not violate their rights. 
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Trevor and Hobsbawn use the Fronde in France as another example of the general 

crisis. It begun because of general discontent of the people. His beginnings were 

based on the economic crisis and increasing the tax burden generated to address the 

cost of participation of France in the Thirty Years War. Its most direct cause, 

however, can be found in the means used by the monarchy to raise taxes. With the 

arrival of the regent the people expected the monarchy to cut rates, but not so: 

Cardinal Mazarin thought that France could support the war and did not let up the 

pressure. In addition, the Parliament of Paris tried to limit the power of King Louis-

XIV and also the nobility felt threatened by the king and wanted more of a voice in 

the government. All of the causes of the Fronde have political implications to it. 

Even If it is argued that the raise of the taxes was a social problem, it was a political 

decision to raise the taxes for war and specially to actually enter the war, with the 

ideals of balance of power. 

Check Your Progress 

1. Write a note on transition from Feudalism to Capitalism in Europe. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2. Discuss in brief about Conflicts and Wars during 17
th

 century Europe. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

1.7 LET US SUM UP 

Socio-Economic and Political or popularly called as the general crisis was 

characterized by a series of wars, revolts, decline of population and political and 

social changes that in many cases could have been avoided if the right precautions 

would have been taken. However, the fact Europe was undergoing a time political 

absolutism and the close relation between church and government, made it 

impossible to avoid the conflicts. The numerous wars that happened aided by 

plagues and diseases, caused the first decline in the population after the middle ages, 

therefore creating social and economic problems in the region. This is the reason 

why Trevor Roper was right by saying that the root cause of the crisis was political 
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and religious which then led to economic and social problem, aggravating even more 

the situation. 

1.8 KEY WORD 

Consciousness : awareness of one's own existence, sensations, thoughts, 

surroundings, etc. 

Crisis : a time of intense difficulty or danger 

Fronde : a series of civil wars in France between 1648 and 1653 

1.9 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES 

Check Your Progress 

1. See Section 1.2 

2. See Section 1.6 
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UNIT 2 : MAJOR ISSUES-POLITICAL AND 

INTELLECTUAL CURRENTS 

Structure 

2.0 Objectives 

 2.1 Introduction 

 2.2 Periodization 

 2.3 Reformation 

  2.3.1 Church of England  

  2.3.2 Consequences of the Protestant Reformation 

  2.3.3 Historiography 

  2.3.4 Age of Enlightenment 

 2.4 Diplomacy and Warfare 

  2.4.1 Thirty Years’ War 1618-1648 

 2.5 Major States 

  2.5.1 Holy Roman Empire 

  2.5.2 Spain 

  2.5.3 France 

  2.5.4 England 

  2.5.5 Papacy 

 2.6 Let Us Sum Up 

 2.7 Key Words 

 2.8 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercises 

2.0 OBJECTIVES 

After reading this unit you will be able to know; 

 background for the growth of early modern period in Europe, 

 major political and religious events of European society, and 

 role of the major European states in the early modern period.  
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Early modern Europe is the period of European history between the end of the 

Middle Ages and the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, roughly the late 15
th

 

century to the late 18
th

 century. Historians variously mark the beginning of the early 

modern period with the invention of moveable type printing in the 1450s, the Fall of 

Constantinople in 1453, the end of the Wars of the Roses in 1487, the beginning of 

the High Renaissance in Italy in the 1490s, the end of the Reconquista and 

subsequent voyages of Christopher Columbus to the Americas in 1492, or the start of 

the Protestant Reformation in 1517. The precise dates of its end point also vary and 

are usually linked with either the start of the French Revolution in 1789 or with the 

more vaguely defined beginning of the Industrial Revolution in late 18
th

 century 

England. 

Some of the more notable trends and events of the early modern period included the 

Reformation and the religious conflicts it provoked (including the French Wars of 

Religion and the Thirty Years' War), the rise of capitalism and modern nation states, 

widespread witch hunts and European colonization of the Americas. 

2.2 PERIODIZATION 

Regardless of the precise dates used to define its beginning and end points, the early 

modern period is generally agreed to have comprised the Renaissance, the 

Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment. As such, historians 

have attributed a number of fundamental changes to the period, notably the 

increasingly rapid progress of science and technology, the secularization of politics, 

and the diminution of the absolute authority of the Roman Catholic Church as well 

as the lessening of the influence of all faiths upon national governments. Many 

historians have identified the early modern period as the epoch in which individuals 

began to think of themselves as belonging to a national polity—a notable break from 

medieval modes of self-identification, which had been largely based upon religion 

(belonging to a universal Christendom), language, or feudal allegiance (belonging to 

the manor or extended household of a particular magnate or lord). 

The beginning of the early modern period is not clear-cut, but is generally accepted 

to be in the late 15th century or early 16th century. Significant dates in this 

transitional phase from medieval to early modern Europe can be noted: 

1450: The invention of the first European movable type printing process by Johannes 

Gutenberg, a device that fundamentally changed the circulation of information. 

Movable type, which allowed individual characters to be arranged to form words and 

which is an invention separate from the printing press, had been invented earlier in 

China. 

1453: The conquest of Constantinople by the Ottomans signalled the end of the 

Byzantine empire, the Battle of Castillon concluded the Hundred Years' War. 


