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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Modern Europe: Europe in History, PART ONE, is my attempt to guide readers through the dramatic transformation of France from a Bourbon monarchy into a revolutionary republic. I begin with Henry IV (reigned 1589–1610 CE), the founder of Bourbon rule in France, then turn to Cardinal Richelieu—chief minister to Louis XIII (serving roughly 1624–1642 CE)—and the early consolidation of royal authority. From there I move into the long reign of Louis XIV, the Sun King (1643–1715 CE), whose vision of absolute monarchy remade the political landscape of Europe. Along the way we meet powerful religious and political forces—the Jesuits (founded 1540 CE), the Jansenists, and the bitter tensions between them that helped to test and define royal power. This is where the modern story begins: not with a single explosion of revolution, but with the patient building of centralized authority.

      As the narrative unfolds, financiers and speculators like John Law—whose Mississippi scheme and the ensuing bubble in 1719–1720 CE rattled France’s finances—take the stage, showing how credit and gambling could shake the foundations of the Ancien Régime. The Enlightenment does not appear as an abstract, detached phenomenon; it arrives in the voices of Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who challenged authority, questioned religious dogma, and reimagined the structure of society itself. Slowly but unmistakably, science, philosophy, and political thought begin to tilt the balance of power away from the old doctrine of divine right and toward reason, public debate, and fresh ideas about sovereignty.

      Under Louis XV the cracks in the ancien régime grow harder to ignore. War — above all the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763 CE) — exacts a heavy toll, deepening the monarchy’s financial woes and exposing the crown’s growing weakness. Political paralysis at court, mounting fiscal disaster, and the ferment of Enlightenment ideas together feed a slow, structural collapse that historians have traced in The Fall of the Old Regime. What erupts in The Opening of the French Revolution is not random chaos but the long-awaited release of decades of pent-up pressure.

      The Revolution brings a new cast of forceful personalities. Abbé Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès forces a rethink of what “the nation” actually means with pamphlets like What is the Third Estate?. Jacques-Pierre Brissot and the Girondins try to steer the Revolution toward a more moderate, federalist path, while the Jacobins push for centralization and a sharper republican zeal. As these factions collide in The Battle for the Republic, Maximilien Robespierre increasingly emerges as one of the Revolution’s most decisive — and most controversial — figures.

      The book reaches its climax in the figure of Robespierre and the Reign of Terror, where the optimistic promise of liberty smashes into political extremism and the grim necessities of revolutionary survival. By following the lives and struggles of Louis XIV and Louis XV, the polemics of Voltaire and Rousseau, and the political maneuverings of figures like Emmanuel‑Joseph Sieyès and Jacques‑Pierre Brissot, I trace the long arc that bends history from absolutist monarchy toward the idea of popular sovereignty.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE RISE OF BOURBON POWER

          

        

      

    

    
      Today we officially begin the "Modern Europe" section. The central thread running through this part is the long, often tumultuous shift from systems of monarchical absolutism to the powerful idea of popular sovereignty.

      When monarchical absolutism is evoked, the image that immediately comes to mind is its very archetype: Louis XIV of France — the Sun King, whose reign (1643–1715 CE) still casts a long shadow over how we imagine sovereign power.

      But that memory prompts another question. France did not have a monopoly on ideas about sovereignty. One of the most influential early modern theorists was the French jurist Jean Bodin, whose Six Books of the Commonwealth (1576 CE) helped shape the language of state authority. Across the Channel and beyond, the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius developed foundational doctrines of natural law and international law (On the Law of War and Peace, 1625 CE) rather than a straightforward defense of absolutism. In England, Thomas Hobbes famously argued for a strong sovereign in Leviathan (1651 CE), and James I — the first Stuart monarch of England (also James VI of Scotland), who advanced the doctrine of the divine right of kings in works such as The True Law of Free Monarchies (1598 CE) — likewise entered the public fray on the side of royal prerogative.

      So, in an intellectual and political landscape where so many competing forces and doctrines were clashing, why did Louis XIV ultimately come to symbolize and, more importantly, realize monarchical supremacy in practice?

      Today we'll start with a quick recap, then dive deeper into the two men who framed Louis XIV's world: his grandfather Henry IV and his father Louis XIII.

      First, let's turn to Henry IV. He was the man who put the Bourbons on the French throne—the first Bourbon king of France—and, in doing so, he bequeathed two major problems for his descendants.

      The first hidden danger was religious. Born a Huguenot, Henry IV converted to Catholicism to secure the French throne—a pragmatic move driven more by political necessity than by spiritual revelation. Once he was in power he promulgated the Edict of Nantes, an attempt to stitch together a fractured realm. The edict granted the Huguenots a range of legal and religious guarantees: the right to worship in specified places, access to certain public offices, and permission to retain fortified towns and garrisons—roughly some 150 “places of safety” under the crown’s protection.

      On paper the Huguenot forces were therefore incorporated into the state and were nominally “responsible for the defence of about 150 towns.” In practice that incorporation was largely cosmetic: the crown pledged protection and support for these enclaves, but it stopped short of folding their military command entirely into the royal chain of command. The result was the effective creation of a state within a state.

      Neither Catholics nor Huguenots were content merely to coexist; both camps pressed for doctrinal uniformity. In that sense the Edict of Nantes was a political time bomb. Worse, it handed a lever to the nobility: aristocrats began to shift allegiance between confessionally defined camps—returning to Catholicism when it suited them, aligning with the Huguenots when they sought to challenge the king—recasting dynastic and political struggles as religious quarrels. As a result, Henry IV’s heirs found their contests with the nobility rendered far more complicated.

      The second great danger Henry IV left behind was financial. To Huguenot believers he had become, in their eyes, little short of a traitor; to many Catholics he appeared a despicable opportunist, a man who could shift with the wind and seemed to have no firm moral anchor. That ambivalence hollowed out the legitimacy of his rule, and with no stronger claim to authority he had to try to buy stability. He needed a policy to placate the Huguenots; and for the great nobles he had to follow a strategy familiar in early modern Europe—quietly stripping magnates of real military command while compensating them with court titles, pensions, and lucrative but largely ceremonial offices. Such relationships required constant tending and careful handling.

      A thornier problem was that the treasury was exhausted—Henry simply lacked the cash to carry out this political balancing act. So he turned to the urban elites of the Third Estate as a source of funds, pursuing two main measures. First, he expanded the venal system: offices and the social standing that flowed from them could be bought, and through such purchases men could climb into the privileged orders. In 1604 CE he went further with a formal device—la paulette—which allowed office-holders to render their positions hereditary by paying an annual fee equal to roughly one‑sixtieth of the office’s income, thereby permitting the office to be sold or passed on. Second, he made liberal use of tax farming—that is, outsourcing the right to collect taxes to certain individuals or organizations.

      These two measures did produce a short-term improvement in the treasury, but they were essentially like drinking poison to quench one’s thirst—relief now, but trouble for generations to come. Once offices were effectively turned into hereditary possessions through their sale, social mobility froze. People who might once have risen by talent and effort found those routes blocked, and the dynamism that drives social development was badly stifled.

      Tax farming made the situation even worse. Take the poll tax and other levies as an example: much of what was collected never reached the royal coffers. Corruption and leakage in the collection process were endemic; in some cases only a small fraction—perhaps a quarter—of what was levied was actually remitted. Even more important was the political effect: tax farming amounted to selling privileges that had once been the province of the nobility to wealthy commoners. Lesser nobles and younger sons of great houses, who already faced limited opportunities, saw yet another avenue of advancement disappear. Inevitably, the clash between the nobility and the crown intensified, and conflicts grew more frequent.

      In 1610 CE Henry IV was assassinated. Louis XIII, not yet nine years old, ascended the throne; because of his youth, his wife—Henry’s second consort, Marie de' Medici, a member of the powerful Medici family—assumed the regency. As a foreign-born queen with a weak domestic power base, Marie struggled to restrain the competing forces inside France or to restore stability. With few options, she convened the Estates-General in 1614 CE—the last such assembly before the convocation of 1789 CE.

      At that meeting, the nobility’s loudest demand was to end the practices that had turned offices into hereditary prizes—the sale and hereditary transmission of office—so as to reopen channels of promotion. The Third Estate responded that it could accept the abolition of hereditary offices only if the royal pensions and grants that Henry IV had bestowed on the nobility were also abolished. The two sides stood far apart, neither willing to yield, and negotiations collapsed in discord. The next question to explore is whether the Third Estate and the nobility were truly irreconcilable. This question is not simple, and I will explain it in detail.

      In France at the time, the nobility—big or small—still drew most of their income from land, and both law and social custom strongly discouraged them from engaging in commercial trade. Economically, that single-source model left them at a clear disadvantage when it came to accumulating wealth: many nobles were not prospering. On top of that, their status carried an almost mandatory obligation to live visibly — to spend lavishly and perform rank through consumption. In the old, localized order those privileges could carry a person; with time the ground shifted beneath them.

      A decisive blow came from the long-standing practice of selling offices to wealthy commoners. The venality of offices had been a feature of the French ancien régime for generations and intensified through the early modern centuries; when the crown sold posts, wealthy bourgeois buyers acquired not only income but routes to prestige. That erosion of exclusive offices cut away at the nobles’ traditional avenues for extra revenue and social advancement. Starved of alternatives, many were driven to sell parcels of land just to survive. Take the reign of Louis XIII (1610–1643 CE) as an example: a few great aristocratic houses, thanks to their entrenched power and resources, clung to their estates, but numerous lesser nobles were forced to parcel off land to newly wealthy bourgeois purchasers. In form, feudalism still stood; in substance, its land- and status-based privileges had been sharply hollowed out — feudalism had turned largely nominal.

      Viewed from the perspective of social change, the bourgeoisie’s purchase of noble land and privileges might seem like progress — a clear sign of a shift from feudal structures toward a money-based social order, a stepping-stone to emergent capitalism. France, however, faced a particular puzzle: the bourgeoisie lacked a settled social identity of their own. What many of them yearned for, and pursued with stubborn single-mindedness, was not purely wealth or industrial enterprise, but access to noble rank itself. They wanted to be nobles. What they most deeply longed for and obsessively pursued was to become members of the nobility.

      Under the Bourbons, the bourgeoisie found a convenient route to the dream of nobility. Buy the right office, adopt the right manners, and a wealthy commoner could become one of the nobles of the robe (noblesse de robe). On the surface they wore the trappings of aristocracy—titles, residences, and the rituals of elite life—but beside the old-line nobles of the sword (noblesse d'épée) they often felt like replicas: outwardly appropriate, yet inwardly and socially not quite the same.

      Still, the robe nobles had a compensating strength: money. Their economic resources were generally superior, and where birth left them short, marriage often made up the difference. Intermarriage between robe and sword families became a common strategy—wealth buying respectability, pedigrees buying social gravitas—each side filling the other's gaps.

      By the eve of the French Revolution the face of the aristocracy had shifted. Robe nobles had come to form a substantial portion of the noble estate, while the old pure-blooded families of the sword were fewer and less dominant than before. Alexis de Tocqueville, in The Old Regime and the Revolution, captured this transformation succinctly, calling it “the democratization of the nobility.”

      The bourgeoisie’s refusal to face their own identity was a surprisingly serious social problem in France. As historian Sarah Maza argues in her work (often cited under titles like The French Bourgeoisie: A Myth), even today when the word “bourgeoisie” is mentioned the French instinctively point to others — few will own the label themselves. This frantic desire to join the nobility is a vital key to understanding modern French history and some enduring traits of the French character.

      Look at the bourgeoisie in the Netherlands or England: when they earn one million, they start dreaming of ten; when they reach ten, they set their sights on a hundred. In France, by contrast, once a family has a million they often try to convert that wealth into status — buying offices or other means of entry into the noblesse de robe so their child becomes a noble in name and rank. The child may then squander the inheritance the parents worked so hard to build, yet the parents feel no regret, seeming content that their line has been ennobled.

      That small detour aside, let’s get back to the main thread and talk about Louis XIII.

      After Henry IV’s death, Louis XIII became king in 1610 CE — but he was only a child of about nine. His mother, Marie de' Medici, took the regency and was eager to concentrate power; she also showed a marked favoritism toward her younger son, Gaston, Duke of Orléans. In those early years Louis had little room to pursue his own ambitions.

      A turning point came in 1624 CE, when Louis appointed Cardinal Richelieu as his chief minister; by the 1630s Richelieu had largely consolidated the authority of the crown. Richelieu is one of the towering figures of French statecraft, and his aims and methods can be sketched as follows:

      1. Foreign policy: He sought to use the convulsions of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648 CE) to check the Habsburgs on every front and to expand French influence. Under Richelieu’s strategy France worked to undermine Habsburg encirclement; Paris moved from backing proxies to direct intervention, and the kingdom’s diplomatic and military efforts pushed toward securing the Alps, the Rhine, and the Pyrenees as natural strategic frontiers.

      2. Centralization and ideological control: Richelieu tightened royal authority across the realm — weakening rebellious nobles, strengthening royal officials, and building an administrative apparatus that answered to the crown. He was also acutely aware of the battle for minds: he founded the Académie Française in 1635 CE, regulated the presses, and supported writers who could shape public opinion in favor of the monarchy. Louis XIII himself took an interest in propaganda and occasionally penned political tracts or pamphlets when matters demanded, sharing in the intellectual work of framing policy.

      In the arts Richelieu favored classical order and restraint; he admired artists such as Nicolas Poussin and used patronage to promote tastes that leaned away from flamboyant Baroque excess. It is fair to say that his patronage and cultural policies helped steer French painting and letters toward a more classical, Neoclassical sensibility in the decades that followed, even if the full stylistic shift unfolded over a longer period.

      Although Cardinal Richelieu had, on occasion, moved against the Huguenots—most notably by breaking their political and military power—his overall approach to religion was pragmatic and essentially tolerant. There are two clear reasons for this. First, France was embroiled in war, and it would have been suicidal to multiply domestic enemies at a time when unity was required. Second, in confronting the vast Habsburg interests on the continent, France relied on allies who were Protestant—whether the German princes or Sweden—so brutal persecution of France’s own Protestants would have been both strategically foolish and diplomatically self-defeating.

      These were the three main pillars of Richelieu’s administration. He died in 1642 CE and did not live to see the Treaty of Westphalia (signed in 1648 CE). Historians have praised that treaty as “the most dazzling jewel on the crown of France,” because it cemented a Europe in which imperial unity under the Holy Roman Emperor was fatally weakened: the treaty recognized the sovereignty of the princes and curtailed centralized imperial authority. With the Habsburgs checked and the German lands effectively decentralized, France rose to preeminence on the continent—emerging as the dominant great power in Europe.

      At the time of Cardinal Richelieu’s death in December 1642 CE, France already felt like a world unto itself. Its population had swelled to roughly 18 million, giving it a demographic weight that dwarfed many neighbors. Compared with England, which numbered only around five to six million, France was far larger; the Dutch Republic and Portugal were only a few million apiece; Spain and the various Italian states, however, were not as tiny as some blunt comparisons suggest—estimates for Spain and the Italian peninsula are higher and vary by source. Still, by any reasonable reckoning the sheer human resources of France outstripped those of individual German states, and the political fragmentation of the Holy Roman Empire meant that no single German power could rival France’s scale. The Treaty of Westphalia (1648 CE), by consolidating that fragmentation, helped clear the path for a French ascendancy that would culminate under Louis XIV.

      Less than six months after Richelieu’s passing, the next blow fell. On 14 May 1643 CE, Louis XIII died—most accounts point to a wasting illness, often described as tuberculosis, though precise diagnoses remain uncertain. His heir, Louis XIV, was not yet five years old (he was born 5 September 1638 CE), and in an almost eerie replay of 1610 CE—when Henry IV’s death had left a child monarch and a foreign-born queen mother to govern—France again found itself under the authority of a regent mother. Once more an underage sovereign sat on the throne and a queen born beyond France’s borders assumed the regency.

      Although Cardinal Richelieu had laid the strategic groundwork that gave the young Louis XIV a diplomatic advantage at the Treaty of Westphalia (1648 CE), the hand Louis inherited still looked worse than his father Louis XIII’s. The decisive reason was financial.

      Decades of near-constant warfare had hollowed out France’s coffers. The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648 CE) and a prolonged rivalry with Spain left the state badly strained — and the fighting did not stop with Westphalia. France remained locked in conflict with Spain until the Treaty of the Pyrenees (1659 CE), meaning that after Westphalia the country fought on for another eleven years.

      Richelieu did increase revenue by tightening royal control and centralizing administration, but he never tackled the structural cancers of the fiscal system. Tax farming and the venality of offices remained intact, so rising income rested less on better collection or fairer taxation than on squeezing more out of the lower orders. That short-sighted, extractive practice — like draining a lake to catch fish — betrayed France’s long-term potential for economic growth.

      Speaking of finance, let me briefly outline the mercantilist strategy Cardinal Richelieu pursued. The precise meaning of “mercantilism” has always been debated, but for our purposes it’s useful to think of it as a way states competed with one another. It boils down to two closely linked ideas — or, if you prefer, two simultaneous goals:

      First, many contemporaries assumed that the total volume of international trade was essentially fixed, so each country’s task was to grab as large a slice of that pie as possible. Second, governments sought persistent trade surpluses so that gold and silver would flow into — and be kept inside — the realm. From those premises followed a predictable toolkit: support exports with subsidies, raise tariffs to discourage imports, and otherwise steer commerce to favor the national treasury.

      Richelieu embraced this logic in spirit and in practice. He pushed the state to back French merchants, foster shipping, and shape trade policy so commerce served political ends. Grain was treated as a special case: because it was a strategic commodity tied to domestic stability and security, its export was heavily constrained rather than left to market whim. (The full, systematic machinery of French mercantilism would later be expanded under Colbert, but the mercantilist impulse was already clear in Richelieu’s measures.)

      And there’s a social angle, too. In seventeenth‑century France, wealth often flowed toward social status — offices, titles, and courtly standing — rather than being plowed straight back into expanded production on a capitalist model. When most European states were playing the mercantilist game, that tendency made it harder for France to compete with the commercial dynamism of England and the Dutch Republic. Richelieu tried a number of responses, but in the face of more advanced maritime commerce and financial systems abroad, France nonetheless lagged behind in international trade and paid a price for it.

      Unable to squeeze more revenue from trade, Cardinal Richelieu had little choice but to intensify the sale of offices. For example, some revenue departments that had once been staffed by only a handful of fiscal officers were swollen with nominees—what had been ten positions in one office could become twenty‑five in another. The overall pot of pay and perquisites did not grow, yet many more men now jostled for it, so the share each officer received fell sharply. Even after these maneuvers the royal coffers remained tight; by 1640 CE Richelieu had resorted to harsh cuts in public salaries.

      It was as if you had bought freely tradable shares in a company, only to watch the firm issue a flood of new, non‑tradable shares and then slash the dividends. In short, town elites found themselves squeezed: their formal power was eroded and their material rewards were whittled down. What had once been a partnership between the bourgeoisie and the crown—an alliance of order and profit—had become largely cosmetic; outwardly united, each side now nursed its own private designs.
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            LOUIS XIV AND THE MAKING OF ABSOLUTE POWER

          

        

      

    

    
      We’ve just examined the political character of the Bourbon dynasty — essentially, the kings’ basic mode of rule: allying with the bourgeoisie to counterbalance the old nobility. Seen from a distance, that strategy made sense; in practice, though, it produced disappointing results. Three main problems stand out.

      First, the tax‑farming system was painfully inefficient. Entrusting collection to private contractors caused large leaks and waste during both collection and transfer, bleeding off revenue that the crown sorely needed.

      Second, there was the long‑standing practice of buying offices. It’s tempting to pin this on Sully alone, but that would be misleading: venality of offices was a royal fiscal tool with deep roots, and during Henry IV’s reign it continued and in some respects expanded. The effect, however, was clear — the bourgeoisie could convert money into legal power by purchasing posts, and those positions often became effectively hereditary. This turned social mobility on its head: wealth could buy quasi‑noble status and lock it in for a family.

      Third, as a result, the nobility of the robe steadily grew in influence and became harder for the crown to control. The ability to pass offices down through generations was a decisive factor in that solidification of social classes and in the emergence of a powerful, semi‑hereditary administrative elite.

      Third, the bourgeoisie lacked a clear sense of collective identity. After amassing wealth many of them preferred to convert money into social status—buying offices, land, or otherwise trying to enter the ranks of the nobility—and to indulge in conspicuous consumption rather than plowing capital back into expanding production and enterprise. As a result, trade and manufacturing struggled to scale up, and agricultural infrastructure lagged behind what broader development required. Productive investment was hard to attract; when the state needed funds for war it too often resorted to squeezing the peasantry at the bottom, deepening the fragile foundations of the French economy.

      That failure to enlarge the overall economic base became a fatal weakness. Today Louis XIV—the famed “Sun King”—is remembered as immensely powerful. Yet from his accession in 1643 CE to his death in 1715 CE, a reign of more than seventy years, rival powers—England, the Netherlands, Prussia and even Russia—each in their own way strengthened their national capabilities. By contrast, France’s fiscal capacity showed no sustained, noticeable growth: intermittent gains from reform were repeatedly eaten up by military expenditure and court spending, leaving the kingdom’s economic strength narrower than its dazzling image suggested.

      The Treaty of Westphalia, signed in 1648 CE, shattered the unity of the Holy Roman Empire and laid perhaps the surest groundwork for Louis XIV’s later dominance on the continent — a legacy owed in large part to the policies of Cardinal Richelieu and his successor, Cardinal Mazarin. Yet the decades of war that produced that diplomatic victory also left the royal coffers dangerously depleted. Pressed by necessity, Richelieu increased revenues by selling offices and tightened belts throughout the administration, cutting pay and squeezing traditional sources of income. Those measures, while stabilizing the state in the short term, began to alienate the bourgeoisie — the very social core that had once anchored loyalty to the crown. That estrangement would become the first great hidden danger Richelieu unwittingly planted for the young Louis XIV.

      The second danger sprang from Spain. France’s role in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648 CE) unfolded in two phases. Before 1635 CE the French state fought largely by proxy, bankrolling German Protestant princes and subsidizing Sweden. Then, as Richelieu’s policy sharpened, France took the decisive step in 1635 CE of openly launching large-scale military operations against Habsburg Spain. It was an uncompromising strategy: as contemporaries later summed up Richelieu’s intent, “If France is to survive, Spain must inevitably perish.”

      Richelieu’s hard line left Spain with few good options. Pushed into a strategic corner by a France determined to check Habsburg power, Madrid ultimately judged it preferable to come to terms over the Dutch question than to abandon the wider struggle with France. In fact, while the Thirty Years’ War was formally brought to an end in 1648 by the Peace of Westphalia (including the Treaty of Münster, which recognized Dutch independence), open hostility between Spain and France continued well after 1648, only finally ending with the Treaty of the Pyrenees in 1659. The upshot was that the fiscal and strategic mess left for the young Louis XIV when he came to the throne was even worse than it might have been.

      The third, more insidious danger Richelieu bequeathed to Louis was his handling of the Huguenots. Rather than simple conciliation, Richelieu pursued a policy of controlled tolerance: he preserved the formal religious concessions of the Edict of Nantes while ruthlessly stripping the Huguenots of their political and military independence (the siege of La Rochelle in 1627–1628 is the starkest example). That dual approach—religious toleration on paper but suppression of autonomous armed power—left the crown a tricky legacy to manage.

      Louis XIV had fashioned himself the Sun King and claimed his authority by divine right. If the realm did not present a single, uniform religious front, how could he maintain that aura of unquestioned sovereignty? The French Huguenots were not mere pietists; from their origins they retained a martial edge, supported by powerful noble patrons. Many aristocrats drifted between Huguenot and Catholic allegiance, using confessional language to mask political and regional demands. Those shifting loyalties and the persistence of quasi-autonomous Protestant strongholds made the transition from indirect rule—where local nobles and communities exercised real power—to the kind of centralized, direct monarchy Louis envisioned that much more difficult.

      After outlining the three great dangers planted by the previous regime for Louis XIV, let us turn to how he and his circle responded.

      When Louis XIII died in 1643 CE, his son Louis XIV was not yet five. The man who stepped into the vacuum left by Cardinal Richelieu was Cardinal Mazarin. A clever, experienced diplomat who had worked under Richelieu and who enjoyed the confidence of the Queen Regent, Anne of Austria, Mazarin proved indispensable. During the negotiations that led to the Peace of Westphalia, France emerged in a distinctly favorable position—a result closely tied to Mazarin’s diplomatic skill.

      Yet France’s international advantage masked serious troubles at home. The most visible of these was the alienation of a group that had once been loyal to the crown: the so‑called nobility of the robe (noblesse de robe), the bourgeois who had purchased offices and the attendant status. Offices multiplied and incomes were squeezed; one oft‑repeated image has a city tax office growing from five posts to twenty‑five while pay fell—an illustration of the grievance even if such figures vary by place. Resentment festered, and when in 1648 CE the state failed to pay interest on its debt on time, that default acted like a fuse. The noblesse de robe rose up, setting off the revolt historians name the Fronde.

      Because the nobility of the robe did not come from illustrious lineage, in the eyes of the king and the nobles of military service—the nobility of the sword—they were no more than bourgeois types buying their way into aristocracy: a monkey in a hat, all show and no substance, the object of scorn. They even sneered at the uprising as the "Fronde"—a name that likened the rebellion to a mischievous child armed with a slingshot smashing a neighbor’s window, mere foolery unworthy of serious attention. Predictably, after Mazarin made a few concessions and enacted a string of measures to placate them, the nobility of the robe laid down their arms and abandoned their resistance in less than a year.

      No sooner had one wave subsided than another rose. By 1650 CE the nobility of the sword took up the cry. Their grievances had simmered for years: at the local level long-cherished privileges were being eroded or effectively sold to the bourgeoisie; at the center, the Queen Mother, Anne of Austria, lavishly favored the foreign minister Mazarin and shut the great noble houses out of the inner circle of power. So when the Fronde erupted, as many as three quarters of the nobles threw in their lot with the rebels, enormously widening the rebellion’s scope and giving it fresh momentum.

      The two successive phases of the Fronde rebellions dragged on for a full five years. For the young Louis XIV the upheaval brought both peril and advantage.

      The advantage was straightforward: so many leading nobles had thrown in their lot with the Fronde that, when the revolts were finally crushed, the aristocracy’s ability to present a unified, sustained challenge to the crown was greatly diminished. In the aftermath Louis — proud, wary and determined to prevent a repeat — famously declared, "I'll have those sword-bearing nobles scramble to serve as attendants at my bedchamber door; I will not let them take part in the affairs of state anymore."

      During Louis XIV’s 72-year reign (1643–1715 CE), very few of his ministers of state came from the grande noblesse. In earlier generations, that would have been unimaginable. More importantly, under Henry IV (1589–1610 CE) the great nobles who served as provincial governors often held those posts for life or for very long terms, giving them substantial local power. Louis XIV, however, moved decisively to cut that power down to size: he made many governorships and commissions revocable, shortened or limited tenures in practice, and empowered royal intendants and other central agents so that the old territorial authority of the nobles of the sword was drastically reduced.

      What troubled Louis XIV most in the wake of the Fronde (1648–1653 CE) was the rapid rise of the nobility of the robe — a new, awkward rival to the traditional military nobility. The nobility of the robe differed from the nobles of the sword not by some grand ceremonial ennoblement but by the legal and administrative mechanics that produced their status. They typically acquired rank through the purchase or heredity of judicial and administrative offices (the venality of offices); over time — or through transmission — a bourgeois who bought an office and fulfilled the required service or conditions could be admitted to noble status. In short, if a wealthy bourgeois bought offices and embraced the outward ways of aristocratic life, he could eventually be regarded as a member of the nobility of the robe — and that rise, swifter and more institutional than the slow lineage of sword-borne aristocracy, became one of Louis’s biggest headaches.

      Before Louis XIV formally consolidated his reign, the nobility of the robe had already surged upward, by degrees seizing control of many local offices and influence. When the Fronde (1648–1653 CE) shook France, that class took advantage of the chaos: they bought seigneurial lands formerly held by the old military nobility, extended their social reach, and began to assert themselves at the heart of royal government. Many of the ministers on whom Louis XIV would come to rely had their origins in the robe—legal training and office-holding made them the natural administrators of an increasingly bureaucratic state.

      That, in itself, was not necessarily ruinous: ministers can be dismissed or replaced, and administrative talent can serve the crown. The real danger lay with the Parlement of Paris. As early as the reign of François I (1515–1547 CE) and in succeeding decades, fiscal pressures led the crown to sell judicial offices, creating a market for seats on the sovereign courts. Over time those venal offices became transferable—and after the introduction of the paulette in 1604 CE could be rendered effectively hereditary for a fee. By the era of Louis XIV, roughly two hundred to three hundred judges’ and prosecutors’ posts in the Parlement of Paris were in private hands, largely occupied by members of the nobility of the robe.

      The offices of the Parlement of Paris were no ordinary sinecures. In the reign of Philip II there was a deliberate effort to strengthen and systematize the king’s central councils so the crown could better manage the tangled alliances of nobles, clergy and royal servants. Philip’s conflicts with other powers, including the papacy, pushed him to consolidate royal administration; out of that consolidation the king’s private council (the royal council) took shape, and over time its judicial functions split off and evolved into what became the Parlement of Paris. When the older royal council’s judicial duties were reorganized or absorbed into new bodies, the Parlement increasingly claimed to be their successor. By long custom, royal edicts normally had to be registered in the Parlement before gaining legal force, and if the magistrates objected they could enter remonstrances—formal protests that slowed or complicated the enforcement of royal legislation.

      That institutional origin did not guarantee steady power. The Parlement’s influence rose and fell over the centuries, sometimes sidelined, sometimes assertive. Under the Bourbon dynasty, however, a crucial change intensified its political role: the offices of the courts had become commodified, and the noblesse de robe—those who held judicial offices by purchase or venality—accumulated these positions and the prestige that came with them. With judges who were both wealthy and invested in their own corporate privileges, the Parlement of Paris grew proud of its authority and far more ready to challenge the crown. It was precisely this transformed Parlement—rooted in royal administration but animated by a powerful, office-holding elite—that became the focal point of repeated clashes with royal authority. When we come to Louis XV and the run-up to the French Revolution, we will give a more detailed account of how this Parlement of Paris helped shape the crises of the late ancien régime.

      The replacement of the nobles of the sword by the nobles of the robe proceeded with startling speed. By the time of the French Revolution (beginning in 1789 CE), very few true nobles of the sword remained—old Norman families, and those who claimed ancient Norman roots (including the Tocquevilles), had become rare. Alexis de Tocqueville described this trend in Democracy in America as a kind of “democratization of the nobility,” and the consequence was an unmistakable, across‑the‑board decline in the traditional quality and character of the French aristocracy.
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