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VI AN AGE OF REVOLUTION,
INDUSTRY, AND EMPIRE,
1750 TO 1914

thirteen British colonies rebelled and won

their independence. These colonies joined to-

gether to form a new republic, the United

States of America, which drew heavily on the

Enlightenment values of freedom, equality,

and popular sovereignty in justifying its exis-

tence as an independent land. The success of

the American revolution inspired the people

of France to undertake a thorough transfor-

mation of their own society: after abolishing

the monarchy and the aristocracy, they estab-

lished a republic based on freedom, equality,

and popular sovereignty. Although turmoil

soon brought down the French republic, En-

lightenment values continued to influence

public affairs in France after the revolution.

From France, revolution moved back to the

western hemisphere, where the French colony

of Saint-Domingue (modern Haiti) and Iberian

colonies in Mexico, Central America, and South

America won their independence.

Revolutions had a profound effect on the

organization of societies in the Atlantic Ocean

basin. First in Europe and later in the Americas

as well, revolutions and the conflicts that fol-

lowed from them encouraged the formation of

national identities. States seeking to pursue the

interests of national communities were able to mobilize

popular support on a scale never before achieved and

often enjoyed success in conflicts with neighboring peo-

ples who had not been able to organize effective national

states. The idea of organizing states around national

D uring the early modern era, from 1500

to 1800, peoples from all parts of the

world entered into sustained interactions

with one another for the first time in history.

Commercial, biological, and cultural ex-

changes influenced the development of so-

cieties in all the world’s regions. European

peoples in particular benefited from in-

creased global interactions because they 

established the principal maritime links 

between the world’s regions. As a result,

they realized enormous profits from inter-

regional trade, and they were also able to 

establish large empires and flourishing set-

tler colonies in the Americas.

During the period from about 1750 to

1914, European peoples parlayed their

advantageous position into global hege-

mony: by the late nineteenth century, Euro-

pean powers controlled affairs in most of

Asia and almost all of Africa, while their

Euro-American cousins dominated the Amer-

icas. Even tiny Pacific islands fell under the

rule of European and Euro-American peoples.

Three historical developments—revolution,

industrialization, and imperialism—help to

explain how European and Euro-American peoples

came to dominate so much of the world.

Revolution transformed European and American soci-

eties in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-

turies. Revolution broke out first in North America, where
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communities eventually influenced political

development throughout the world.

While organizing themselves into national

states, western European and North Ameri-

can peoples also embarked on processes of

industrialization. By harnessing inanimate

sources of energy and organizing production

in factories, industrialists were able to pro-

duce high-quality goods at low cost. Because

industrialization encouraged continuous in-

novation, industrial societies were also able

to improve constantly on their economic per-

formance. Industrialization caused a great

deal of discomfort and dislocation as work-

ers adjusted from the rhythms of agricultural

society to the demands of factories, machines,

and managers seeking efficiencies in produc-

tion. Over time, however, industrial societies

became economically much stronger than agricultural so-

cieties, and industrial production brought about general

improvement in material standards of living. After origi-

nating in Britain in the late eighteenth century, industrial-

ization spread rapidly to western Europe and North

America and, by the late nineteenth century, to Russia

and Japan as well. Even the lands that did not undergo

processes of industrialization until the twentieth century

immediately felt the effects of industrialization as demand

rose for agricultural products and natural resources

needed by industrial societies.

Alongside increased material standards of living, in-

dustrialization also brought political, military, and eco-

nomic strength. Particularly in western Europe and the

United States, where it occurred alongside the formation

of national communities, industrialization helped under-

write processes of imperialism and colonialism. Industrial

lands developed powerful transportation, communica-

tion, and military technologies that agricultural societies

could not match. Railroads, steamships, telegraphs, and

lethal weapons enabled western European

peoples to impose their rule in most of Asia and

Africa in the nineteenth century, just as Euro-

American settlers relied on industrial technolo-

gies to drive the indigenous peoples of North

America and South America onto marginal

lands. Toward the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury, the United States and Japan each used

their industrial technologies to increase their

presence in the larger world and thus joined

western European lands as global imperial and

colonial powers.

Revolution, industrialization, and imperial-

ism had effects that were felt around the

world. Western European and North American

lands vastly strengthened their position in the

world by exercising political or economic in-

fluence over other societies. In some lands,

particularly the Ottoman empire, Russia, China, and Japan,

reformers worked to restructure their societies and in-

crease their influence in global affairs by building national

states that harnessed the energies of their populations. In

doing so they studied the experience of western Euro-

pean societies and sought to adapt the principles of Euro-

pean political and social organization to their societies. In

the absence of a revolution that toppled ruling elites,

however, critics found it difficult to bring about meaning-

ful reform, since privileged classes resisted change that

threatened their position in their societies. Colonized peo-

ples had even less opportunity to bring about political

and social reform, but they frequently resisted imperial

powers by mounting rebellions and organizing anticolo-

nial movements. Revolution, industry, and empire fueled

conflict throughout the world in the nineteenth century,

and in combination they forced the world’s peoples to

deal with each other more systematically than ever be-

fore in history. ■
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Marie Gouze was a French butcher’s daughter who educated herself by reading books,

moved to Paris, and married a junior army officer. Under the name Olympe de Gouges she

won some fame as a journalist, actress, and playwright. Gouges was as flamboyant as she

was talented, and news of her well-publicized love affairs scandalized Parisian society.

Gouges was also a revolutionary and a strong advocate of women’s rights. She responded

enthusiastically when the French revolution broke out in July 1789, and she applauded in Au-

gust when revolutionary leaders proclaimed freedom and equality for all citizens in the Dec-

laration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. It soon became clear, however, that in the view of

revolutionary leaders, freedom and equality pertained only to male citizens. They welcomed

women’s contributions to the revolution but withheld the right to vote and left women under

the patriarchal authority of their fathers and husbands.

Gouges campaigned fervently to raise the standing of women in French society. She

called for more education and demanded that women share equal rights in family property.

She challenged patriarchal authority and appealed to Queen Marie Antoinette to use her in-

fluence to advance women’s rights. In 1791 Gouges published a Declaration of the Rights of

Woman and the Female Citizen, which claimed the same rights for women that revolutionary

leaders had granted to men in August 1789. She asserted that freedom and equality were in-

alienable rights of women as well as men, and she insisted on the rights of women to vote,

speak their minds freely, participate in the making of law, and hold public office.

Gouges’s declaration attracted a great deal of attention but little support. Revolutionary

leaders dismissed her appeal as a publicity stunt and refused to put women’s rights on their

political agenda. In 1793 they executed her because of her affection for Marie Antoinette and

her persistent crusade for women’s rights. Yet Gouges’s campaign illustrated the power of the

Enlightenment ideals of freedom and equality. Revolutionary leaders stilled her voice, but

once they had proclaimed freedom and equality as universal human rights, they were unable

to suppress demands to extend them to new constituencies.

Violence rocked lands throughout much of the Atlantic Ocean basin in the late eigh-

teenth and early nineteenth centuries as a series of revolutions brought dramatic political

and social change in the European and Euro-American world. Revolution broke out first in

the British colonies of North America, where colonists asserted their independence and

founded a new republic. A few years later, revolutionaries abolished the French monarchy

and thoroughly reorganized French society. Revolutionary ideas soon spread to other lands.

They inspired popular movements throughout Europe and prompted Latin American peoples

O P P O S I T E : Liberty, personified as a woman, leads the French people in a famous painting 
by Eugène Delacroix. 781
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to seek independence from Spanish and Portuguese colonial rule. In Saint-Domingue, revo-

lution led to the abolition of slavery as well as independence from French rule. By the 1830s,

peoples had reorganized political and social structures throughout western Europe and the

Americas.

Apart from affecting individual lands, the revolutions of the late eighteenth and early

nineteenth centuries had two results of deep global significance. First, they helped to spread

a cluster of Enlightenment ideas concerning freedom, equality, and popular sovereignty. Rev-

olutionary leaders argued that political authority arose from the people and worked to estab-

lish states in the interests of the people rather than the rulers. Usually they instituted republi-

can forms of government, in which constituents selected delegates to represent their interests.

In fact, early revolutionaries extended political rights to a privileged group of white men, but

they justified their actions in general terms that invited new constituencies to seek enfran-

chisement. Ideas about freedom, equality, and popular sovereignty spread globally after the

American and French revolutions as social reformers and revolutionaries struggled through-

out the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to make freedom and equality a reality for op-

pressed groups and subject peoples throughout the world. By the mid-twentieth century,

nearly every state in the world formally recognized the freedom and equality of all its citi-

zens—even if they did not always honor their official positions—and claimed authority to rule

on the basis of popular sovereignty.

While promoting Enlightenment values, revolutions also encouraged the consolidation

of national states as the principal form of political organization. As peoples defended their

states from enemies and sometimes mounted attacks on foreign lands, they developed a

powerful sense of identity with their compatriots, and nationalist convictions inspired them

to work toward the foundation of states that would advance the interests of the national

community. During the nineteenth century, strong national identities and movements to

build national states profoundly influenced the political experiences of European states.

Strong nationalist sentiments created problems for multicultural states like the Austrian em-

pire, which embraced several distinct linguistic and ethnic communities, but also fueled

movements to unify lands like Italy and Germany, which previously had no national state.

During the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, efforts to harness nationalist sentiments

and form states based on national identity became one of the most powerful and dynamic

movements in world history.

Popular Sovereignty 
and Political Upheaval

Drawing on Enlightenment ideals, revolutionaries of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries sought to fashion an equitable society by instituting governments that were
responsive to the needs and interests of the peoples they governed. In justifying their
policies, revolutionaries attacked monarchical and aristocratic regimes and argued for
popular sovereignty—the notion that legitimate political authority resides not in
kings but, rather, in the people who make up a society. In North America, colonists
declared independence from British rule and instituted a new government founded
on the principle of popular sovereignty. Soon thereafter, French revolutionaries abol-
ished the monarchy and revamped the social order. Yet revolutionaries in France
were unable to devise a stable alternative to the monarchy, and French society experi-
enced turmoil for more than twenty years. In the early nineteenth century, Napoleon
Bonaparte imposed military rule on France and helped spread revolutionary ideas to
much of western Europe.
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Enlightened and Revolutionary Ideas

Throughout history kings or emperors ruled almost all settled agricultural societies.
Small societies occasionally instituted democratic governments, in which all citizens
participated in political affairs, or republican governments, in which delegates repre-
sented the interests of various constituencies. Some societies, especially those with
weak central leadership, also relied on aristocratic governments, in which privileged
elites supervised public affairs. But hierarchical rule flowing from a king or an emperor
was by far the most common form of government in settled agricultural societies.

In justifying their rule, kings and emperors throughout the world often identified
themselves with deities or claimed divine sanction for their authority. Some rulers were
priests, and most others cooperated closely with religious authorities. On the basis of
their association with divine powers, kings and emperors claimed sovereignty—political
supremacy and the authority to rule. In imperial China, for example, dynastic houses
claimed to rule in accordance with the “mandate of heaven,” and in early modern Eu-
rope centralizing monarchs often asserted a “divine right of kings” to rule as absolute
monarchs.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, philosophes and other advocates
of Enlightenment ideas (discussed in chapter 24) began to question long-standing no-
tions of sovereignty. The philosophes rarely challenged monarchical rule, but sought
instead to make kings responsible to the people they governed. They commonly re-
garded government as the result of a contract between rulers and ruled. The English
philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) formulated one of the most influential theories
of contractual government. In his Second Treatise of Civil Government, published in
1690, Locke held that government arose in the remote past when people decided to
work together, form civil society, and appoint rulers to protect and promote their com-
mon interests. Individuals granted political rights to their rulers but retained personal
rights to life, liberty, and property. Any ruler who violated those rights was subject to
deposition. Furthermore, according to Locke, because individuals voluntarily formed
society and established government, rulers derived their authority from the consent of
those whom they governed. If subjects withdrew their consent, they had the right to
replace their rulers. In effect, Locke’s political thought relocated sovereignty, removing
it from rulers as divine agents and vesting it in the people of a society.

Enlightenment thinkers addressed issues of freedom and equality as well as sover-
eignty. Philosophes such as Voltaire (1694–1778) resented the persecution of religious
minorities and the censorship of royal officials, who had the power to prevent printers
from publishing works that did not meet the approval of political and religious author-
ities. Philosophes called for religious toleration and freedom to express their views
openly. When censors prohibited the publication of their writings in France, they often
worked with French-speaking printers in Switzerland or the Netherlands who pub-
lished their books and smuggled them across the border into France.

Many Enlightenment thinkers also called for equality. They condemned the legal
and social privileges enjoyed by aristocrats, who in the philosophes’ view made no more
contribution to the larger society than a peasant, an artisan, or a crafts worker. They
recommended the creation of a society in which all individuals would be equal before
the law. The most prominent advocate of political equality was the French-Swiss thinker
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), who identified with simple working people and
deeply resented the privileges enjoyed by elite classes. In his influential book The Social
Contract (1762), Rousseau argued that members of a society were collectively the sov-
ereign. In an ideal society all individuals would participate directly in the formulation
of policy and the creation of laws. In the absence of royalty, aristocrats, or other privi-
leged elites, the general will of the people would carry the day.

Popular Sovereignty

Individual Freedom

Political and 
Legal Equality
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Enlightenment thought on freedom, equality, and popular sovereignty reflected
the interests of educated and talented men who sought to increase their influence and
enhance their status in society. Most Enlightenment thinkers were of common birth
but comfortable means. Although seeking to limit the prerogatives of ruling and aris-
tocratic classes, they did not envision a society in which they would share political
rights with women, children, peasants, laborers, slaves, or people of color.

Nevertheless, Enlightenment thought constituted a serious challenge to long-
established notions of political and social order. Revolutionary leaders in Europe and
the Americas readily adopted Enlightenment ideas when justifying their efforts to over-
haul the political and social structures they inherited. Over time, Enlightenment politi-
cal thought influenced the organization of states and societies throughout the world.
Enlightenment ideals did not spread naturally or inevitably. Rather, they spread when
social reformers and revolutionaries claimed and fought for rights previously denied to
them by ruling authorities and elite classes. Arguments for freedom, equality, and pop-
ular sovereignty originally served the interests of relatively privileged European and
Euro-American men, but many other groups made effective use of them in seeking the
extension of political rights.

The American Revolution
In the mid-eighteenth century there was no sign that North America might become a
center of revolution. Residents of the thirteen British colonies there regarded them-
selves as British subjects: they recognized British law, read English-language books,
and often braved the stormy waters of the North Atlantic Ocean to visit friends and
family in England. They benefited handsomely from British rule. Trade brought pros-
perity to the colonies, and British military forces protected colonists’ interests. From
1754 to 1763, for example, British forces waged an extremely expensive conflict in
North America known as the French and Indian War. This conflict merged with a larger
contest for imperial supremacy, the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), in which British
and French forces battled each other in Europe and India as well as North America.
Victory in the Seven Years’ War ensured that Britain would dominate global trade and
that British possessions, including the North American colonies, would prosper.

After the mid-1760s, however, North American colonists became increasingly
disenchanted with British imperial rule. Faced with staggering financial difficulties
arising from the Seven Years’ War, the British Parliament passed legislation to levy
new taxes and bring order to a far-flung trading empire. Parliament expected that the
North American colonies would bear a fair share of the empire’s tax burden and re-
spect imperial trade policies. But parliamentary legislation proved extremely unpopular
in North America. Colonists especially resented the imposition of taxes on molasses
by the Sugar Act (1764), on publications and legal documents by the Stamp Act
(1765), on a wide variety of imported items by the Townshend Act (1767), and on
tea by the Tea Act (1773). They objected to strict enforcement of navigation laws—
some of them a century old, but widely disregarded—that required cargoes to travel
in British ships and clear British customs. Colonists also took offense at the Quarter-
ing Act (1765), which required them to provide housing and accommodations for
British troops.

In responding to British policies, colonists argued that they should govern their
affairs rather than follow instructions from London. They responded to new parlia-
mentary levies with the slogan “no taxation without representation.” They boycotted
British products, physically attacked British officials, and mounted protests such as the
Boston Tea Party (1773), in which colonists dumped a cargo of tea into Boston har-
bor rather than pay duties under the Tea Act. They also organized the Continental

Global Influence of
Enlightenment Values

Tightened British
Control of the
Colonies
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Congress (1774), which coordinated the colonies’ resistance to British policies. By
1775 tensions were so high that British troops and a colonial militia skirmished at the
village of Lexington, near Boston. The war of American independence had begun.

On 4 July 1776 the Continental Congress adopted a document entitled “The
unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America.” This Declaration of
Independence drew deep inspiration from Enlightenment political thought in justify-
ing the colonies’ quest for independence. The document asserted “that all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,
that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” It echoed John
Locke’s contractual theory of government in arguing that individuals established gov-
ernments to secure these rights and in holding that governments derive their power
and authority from “the consent of the governed.” When any government infringes
upon individuals’ rights, the document continued, “it is the Right of the People to
alter or abolish it, and to institute new Government.” The Declaration of Indepen-
dence presented a long list of specific abuses charged to the British crown and con-
cluded by proclaiming the colonies “Free and Independent States” with “full Power to
levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other
Acts and Things which Independent States may of right do.”

It was one thing to declare independence, but a different matter altogether to make
independence a reality. At the beginning of the war for independence, Britain enjoyed
many advantages over the rebels: a strong government with clear lines of authority, the
most powerful navy in the world, a competent army, and a sizable population of loyal-
ists in the colonies. But to wage war in a distant land full of opponents, Britain had to

The Declaration 
of Independence

In this painting by American artist John Trumbull, authors of the Declaration of Independence, including John Adams,
Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin, stand before a desk at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia.
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ship supplies and reinforcements across a stormy ocean. Meanwhile, the rebels benefited
from the military and economic support of European states that were eager to chip
away at British hegemony in the Atlantic Ocean basin: France, Spain, the Netherlands,
and several German principalities contributed to the American quest for independence.
Moreover, George Washington (1732–1799) provided strong and imaginative military
leadership for the colonial army while local militias employed guerrilla tactics effectively
against British forces.

By 1780 all combatants were weary of the conflict. In the final military confronta-
tion of the war, American and French forces under the command of George Wash-
ington surrounded the British forces of Charles Cornwallis at Yorktown, Virginia.
After a twenty-day siege, the British forces surrendered in October 1781, and major
military hostilities ceased from that point forward. In September 1783 diplomats
concluded the Peace of Paris, by which the British government formally recognized
American independence.

The leaders of the fledgling republic organized a state that reflected Enlightenment
principles. In 1787 a constitutional convention drafted the blueprint for a new system
of government—the Constitution of the United States—which emphasized the rights
of individuals. American leaders based the federal government on popular sovereignty,
and they agreed to follow this written constitution that guaranteed individual liberties
such as freedom of speech, of the press, and of religion. They did not grant political
and legal equality to all inhabitants of the newly independent land. They accorded full
rights only to men of property, withholding them from landless men, women, slaves,
and indigenous peoples. Over time, however, disenfranchised groups claimed and
struggled for political and legal rights. Their campaigns involved considerable personal
sacrifice and sometimes led to violence, since those in possession of rights did not al-
ways share them readily with others. With the extension of civil rights, American soci-
ety broadened the implications of the Enlightenment values of freedom and equality as
well as popular sovereignty.

Building an
Independent State

Fighting in the American revolution ended when Cornwallis’ troops were defeated at
Yorktown.
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The French Revolution
French revolutionaries also drew inspiration from Enlightenment political thought,
but the French revolution was a more radical affair than its American counterpart.
American revolutionary leaders sought independence from British imperial rule, but
they were content to retain British law and much of their British social and cultural
heritage. In contrast, French revolutionary leaders repudiated existing society, often
referred to as the ancien régime (“old order”), and sought to replace it with new po-
litical, social, and cultural structures.

Serious fiscal problems put France on the road to revolution. In the 1780s approxi-
mately half of the French royal government’s revenue went to pay off war debts—some
of them arising from French support for colonists in the war of American indepen-
dence—and another quarter went to French armed forces. King Louis XVI (reigned
1774–1793) was unable to raise more revenue from the overburdened peasantry, so
he sought to increase taxes on the French nobility, which had long been exempt from
many levies. Aristocrats protested that effort and forced Louis to summon the Estates
General, an assembly that represented the entire French population through groups

The Estates General

Boston

Baltimore

Wilmington

Yorktown

Charleston
Savannah

New York 

PhiladelphiaValley Forge 

Quebec

Trenton

Montreal

Richmond

N . J .

Bunker Hill 

Concord
LexingtonSaratoga

Germantown

Yorktown

Jamestown

Camden

A L L E G H
E N

Y
 M

O
U

N
T

A
I N

S
 

S PA N I S H
L O U I S I A N A

HUDSON’S BAY
COMPANY

M A I N E
(Mass.)

N E W
H A M P S H I R E

MASS.

C O N N . R . I .

N E W  Y O R K

P E N N S Y LVA N I A

M A R Y L A N D
D E L A WA R E

S O U T H
C A R O L I N A

N O R T H  C A R O L I N A  

G E O R G I A

W E S T  F L O R I D A  

V IRGINIA

EAST
FLOR IDA

N O VA  S C O T I A  

Q U E B E C

M
is

si
ss

ip
pi

O

hio A T L A N T I C

O C E A N

G u l f  o f  M e x i c o

Lake Superior

La
ke

 M
ic

hi
ga

n

Lake H
uron

Lake E
rie

Ontario
Lake

Te
nn

ess
ee

St
. L

aw
ren

ce

Spanish Territory

Thirteen British colonies in revolt

Quebec under Quebec Act, 1774

Other British possessions

Major battles of the American
Revolution

0 250

1000 km0 500

500 mi

Map 29.1 The American
revolution. Note the location
of both the major towns and
cities in the colonies and the
location of the major battles
that occurred during the
revolution. Why were both
situated so close to the eastern
coast?

ben06937.Ch29_777-813.qxd  8/31/07  10:59 AM  Page 787



788 P A R T V I | The Age of Revolution, Industry, and Empire, 1750 to 1914

known as estates. In the ancien régime there were three estates, or political classes.
The first estate consisted of about one hundred thousand Roman Catholic clergy, and
the second included some four hundred thousand nobles. The third estate embraced the
rest of the population—about twenty-four million serfs, free peasants, and urban resi-
dents ranging from laborers, artisans, and shopkeepers to physicians, bankers, and at-
torneys. Though founded in 1303, the Estates General had not met since 1614. The
third estate had as many delegates as the other two estates combined, but that nu-
merical superiority offered no advantage when the assembly voted on issues, because
voting took place by estate—one vote for each—not by individuals.

In May 1789 King Louis called the Estates General into session at the royal palace
of Versailles in hopes that it would authorize new taxes. Louis never controlled the
assembly. Representatives of the third estate arrived at Versailles demanding political
and social reform. Although some members of the lower clergy and a few prominent
nobles supported reform, the first and second estates stymied efforts to push mea-
sures through the Estates General.

On 17 June 1789, after several weeks of fruitless debate, representatives of the third
estate took the dramatic step of seceding from the Estates General and proclaiming
themselves to be the National Assembly. Three days later, meeting in an indoor tennis
court, members of the new Assembly swore not to disband until they had provided
France with a new constitution. On 14 July 1789 a Parisian crowd, fearing that the
king sought to undo events of the previous weeks, stormed the Bastille, a royal jail and
arsenal, in search of weapons. The military garrison protecting the Bastille surrendered
to the crowd but only after killing many of the attackers. To vent their rage, members
of the crowd hacked the defenders to death. One assailant used his pocketknife to sever
the garrison commander’s head, which the victorious crowd mounted on a pike and
paraded around the streets of Paris. News of the event soon spread, sparking insurrec-
tions in cities throughout France.

Emboldened by popular support, the National Assembly undertook a broad pro-
gram of political and social reform. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the
Citizen, which the National Assembly promulgated in August 1789, articulated the

The National
Assembly

A contemporary print depicts the storming of the Bastille in 1789. The deeds of common
people working in crowds became a favorite theme of artists after the outbreak of the 
French revolution.
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Liberty, Equality, 
and Fraternity

Sources from the Past

Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen

While developing their program of reform, members of the National Assembly consulted closely with Thomas Jefferson,
the principal author of the American Declaration of Independence, who was the U.S. ambassador to France in 1789.
Thus it is not surprising that the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen reflects the influence of American
revolutionary ideas.

First Article. Men are born and remain free and equal
in rights. Social distinctions may be based only on com-
mon utility.

Article 2. The goal of every political association is
the preservation of the natural and inalienable rights of
man. These rights are liberty, property, security, and
resistance to oppression.

Article 3. The principle of all sovereignty resides
essentially in the nation. No body and no individual
can exercise authority that does not flow directly from
the nation.

Article 4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do
anything that does not harm another. The exercise of
natural rights of each man thus has no limits except
those that assure other members of society their enjoy-
ment of the same rights. These limits may be deter-
mined only by law.

Article 6. Law is the expression of the general will.
All citizens have the right to participate either personally
or through their representatives in the making of law.
The law must be the same for all, whether it protects or
punishes. Being equal in the eyes of the law, all citizens
are equally eligible for all public honors, offices, and oc-
cupations, according to their abilities, without any dis-
tinction other than that of their virtues and talents.

Article 7. No person shall be accused, arrested, or
imprisoned except in the cases and according to the
forms prescribed by law. Any one soliciting, transmit-
ting, executing, or causing to be executed, any arbitrary
order, shall be punished. But any citizen summoned or

arrested in virtue of the law shall submit without delay,
as resistance constitutes an offense.

Article 9. As all persons are held innocent until they
shall have been declared guilty, if arrest shall be deemed
indispensable, all harshness not essential to the securing
of the prisoner’s person shall be severely repressed by law.

Article 11. The free communication of thoughts
and opinions is one of the most precious rights of man:
every citizen may thus speak, write, and publish freely,
but will be responsible for abuse of this freedom in
cases decided by the law.

Article 13. For the maintenance of public military
force and for the expenses of administration, common
taxation is necessary: it must be equally divided among
all citizens according to their means.

Article 15. Society has the right to require from
every public official an accounting of his administration.

Article 16. Any society in which guarantees of rights
are not assured and separation of powers is not defined
has no constitution at all.

Article 17. Property is an inviolable and sacred right.
No one may be deprived of property except when pub-
lic necessity, legally determined, clearly requires it, and
on condition of just and prearranged compensation.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

In what ways do the principles established in the Decla-
ration reflect the political transformations taking place
throughout the age of Atlantic revolutions?

SOURCE: Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen. Translated by Jerry H. Bentley.

guiding principles of the program. Reflecting the influence of American revolution-
ary ideas, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen proclaimed the equal-
ity of all men, declared that sovereignty resided in the people, and asserted individual
rights to liberty, property, and security.

Between 1789 and 1791 the National Assembly reconfigured French society.
Taking “liberty, equality, and fraternity” as its goals, the Assembly abolished the old
social order along with the many fees and labor services that peasants owed to their
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The Directory

landlords. It dramatically altered the role of the church in French society by seizing
church lands, abolishing the first estate, defining clergy as civilians, and requiring
clergy to take an oath of loyalty to the state. It also promulgated a constitution that
made the king the chief executive official but deprived him of legislative authority.
France became a constitutional monarchy in which men of property—about half the
adult male population—had the right to vote in elections to choose legislators. Thus
far, the French revolution represented an effort to put Enlightenment political
thought into practice.

The revolution soon took a radical turn. Efforts by the French nobility to mobilize
foreign powers in support of the king and the restoration of the ancien régime gave
the Assembly the pretext to declare war against Austria and Prussia in April 1792.
Adding to the military burden of France, revolutionary leaders declared war in the fol-
lowing year on Spain, Britain, and the Netherlands. Fearing military defeat and coun-
terrevolution, revolutionary leaders created the Convention, a new legislative body
elected by universal manhood suffrage, which abolished the monarchy and proclaimed
France a republic. The Convention rallied the French population by instituting the
levée en masse, (“mass levy”), or universal conscription that drafted people and resources
for use in the war against invading forces. The Convention also rooted out enemies at
home. It made frequent use of the guillotine, a recently invented machine that brought
about supposedly humane executions by quickly severing a victim’s head—whereas be-
heading with a sword or axe often led to needless suffering because executioners fre-
quently needed several whacks to get the job done. In 1793 King Louis XVI and his
wife, Queen Marie Antoinette, themselves went to the guillotine when the Convention
found them guilty of treason. The king’s prior reluctance to approve the constitution,
his opposition to anticlerical legislation, and his family’s unsuccessful flight from Paris
branded the royals as traitors. Marie Antoinette’s unpopularity—due to her Austrian
heritage, her extravagance, and her influence over her husband—also helped under-
mine the credibility of the monarchy.

Revolutionary chaos reached its peak in 1793 and 1794 when Maximilien Robes-
pierre (1758–1794) and the radical Jacobin party dominated the Convention. A lawyer
by training, Robespierre had emerged during the revolution as a ruthless but popular
radical known as “the Incorruptible,” and he dominated the Committee of Public
Safety, the executive authority of the Republic. The Jacobins believed passionately that
France needed complete restructuring, and they unleashed a campaign of terror to pro-
mote their revolutionary agenda. They sought to eliminate the influence of Christianity
in French society by closing churches and forcing priests to take wives. They promoted
a new “cult of reason” as a secular alternative to Christianity. They reorganized the cal-
endar, keeping months of thirty days but replacing seven-day weeks with ten-day units
that recognized no day of religious observance. The Jacobins also proclaimed the inau-
guration of a new historical era with the Year I, which began with the declaration of the
First Republic on 22 September 1792. They encouraged citizens to display their revolu-
tionary zeal by wearing working-class clothes. They granted increased rights to women
by permitting them to inherit property and divorce their husbands, although they did
not allow women to vote or participate in political affairs. The Jacobins also made fre-
quent use of the guillotine: between the summer of 1793 and the summer of 1794,
they executed about forty thousand people and imprisoned three hundred thousand
suspected enemies of the revolution. Even the feminist Olympe de Gouges (1748–1793)
was a victim of the Jacobins, who did not appreciate her efforts to extend the rights of
freedom and equality to women.

Many victims of this reign of terror were fellow radicals who fell out of favor with
Robespierre and the Jacobins. The instability of revolutionary leadership eventually

The Convention
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undermined confidence in the regime itself. In July 1794 the Convention arrested
Robespierre and his allies, convicted them of tyranny, and sent them to the guillotine.
A group of conservative men of property then seized power and ruled France under a
new institution known as the Directory (1795–1799). Though more pragmatic than
previous revolutionary leaders, members of the Directory were unable to resolve the
economic and military problems that plagued revolutionary France. In seeking a 
middle way between the ancien régime and radical revolution, they lurched from one
policy to another, and the Directory faced constant challenges to its authority. It came
to an end in November 1799 when a young general named Napoleon Bonaparte
staged a coup d’état and seized power.

The guillotine was an efficient killing machine. In this contemporary print the executioner
displays the just-severed head of King Louis XVI to the crowd assembled to witness his
execution.
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The Reign of Napoleon
Born to a minor noble family of Corsica, a Mediterranean island annexed by France in
1768, Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) studied at French military schools and be-
came an officer in the army of King Louis XVI. A brilliant military leader, he became a
general at age twenty-four. He was a fervent supporter of the revolution and defended
the Directory against a popular uprising in 1795. In a campaign of 1796–1797, he
drove the Austrian army from northern Italy and established French rule there. In 1798
he mounted an invasion of Egypt to gain access to the Red Sea and threaten British
control of the sea route to India, but the campaign ended in a complete British victory.
Politically ambitious, Napoleon returned to France in 1799 and joined the Directory.
When Austria, Russia, and Britain formed a coalition to attack France and end the revo-
lution, he overthrew the Directory, imposed a new constitution, and named himself first
consul with almost unchecked power to rule the French republic for ten years. In 1802
he became consul for life, and two years later he crowned himself emperor.

Napoleon brought political stability to a land torn by revolution and war. He made
peace with the Roman Catholic church and in 1801 concluded an agreement with the
pope. The pact, known as the Concordat, provided that the French state would retain
church lands seized during the revolution, but the state agreed to pay clerics’ salaries,
recognize Roman Catholic Christianity as the preferred faith of France, and extend
freedom of religion to Protestant Christians and Jews. This measure won Napoleon a

Jacques-Louis David’s Napoleon on
Horseback at the St. Bernard Pass (1801)
presents a famously heroic image of
Napoleon’s attack on Italy in 1800.

Napoleonic France
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great deal of support from people who supported the political and social goals of the
revolution but balked at radicals’ efforts to replace Christianity with a cult of reason.

In 1804 Napoleon promulgated the Civil Code, a revised body of civil law, which
also helped stabilize French society. The Civil Code affirmed the political and legal
equality of all adult men and established a merit-based society in which individuals
qualified for education and employment because of talent rather than birth or social
standing. The code protected private property, and Napoleon allowed aristocratic op-
ponents of the revolution to return to France and reclaim some of their lost property.
The Civil Code confirmed many of the moderate revolutionary policies of the National
Assembly but retracted measures passed by the more radical Convention. The code re-
stored patriarchal authority in the family, for example, by making women and children
subservient to male heads of households. French civil law became the model for the
civil codes of Québec Province, Canada, the Netherlands, Italy, Spain, some Latin
American republics, and the state of Louisiana.
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Although he approved the Enlightenment ideal of equality, Napoleon was no cham-
pion of intellectual freedom or representative government. He limited free speech and
routinely censored newspapers and other publications. He established a secret police
force that relied heavily on spies and detained suspected political opponents by the
thousands. He made systematic use of propaganda to manipulate public opinion. He
ignored elective bodies and surrounded himself with loyal military officers who en-
sured that representative assemblies did not restrict his authority. When he crowned
himself emperor, he founded a dynasty that set his family above and apart from the
people in whose name they ruled.

While working to stabilize France, Napoleon also sought to extend his authority
throughout Europe. He was an imaginative tactician and strategist, the greatest gen-
eral of his time. Full of revolutionary zeal and inspired by his leadership, Napoleon’s
armies conquered the Iberian and Italian peninsulas, occupied the Netherlands, and
inflicted humiliating defeats on Austrian and Prussian forces. Napoleon sent his broth-
ers and other relatives to rule the conquered and occupied lands, and he forced Aus-
tria, Prussia, and Russia to ally with him and respect French hegemony in Europe.

Napoleon’s empire began to unravel in 1812, when he decided to invade Russia.
Convinced that the tsar was conspiring with his British enemies, Napoleon led a
Grand Army of six hundred thousand soldiers to Moscow. He captured the city, but
the tsar withdrew and refused to surrender. Russians set Moscow ablaze, leaving
Napoleon’s massive army without adequate shelter or supplies. Napoleon ordered a
retreat, but the bitter Russian winter destroyed his army. Napoleon had defied the
combined forces of Britain, Austria, and Prussia, but he was no match for “General
Winter.” The Grand Army disintegrated, and a battered remnant of only thirty thou-
sand soldiers limped back to France.

Napoleon’s disastrous Russian campaign emboldened his enemies. A coalition of
British, Austrian, Prussian, and Russian armies converged on France and forced
Napoleon to abdicate his throne in April 1814. The victors restored the French monar-
chy and exiled Napoleon to the tiny Mediterranean island of Elba, near Corsica. But
Napoleon’s adventure had not yet come to an end. In March 1815 he escaped from
Elba, returned to France, and reconstituted his army. For a hundred days he ruled
France again before a British army defeated him at Waterloo in Belgium. Unwilling to
take further chances with the wily general, European powers banished Napoleon to the
remote and isolated island of St. Helena in the South Atlantic Ocean, where he died of
natural causes in 1821.

The Influence of Revolution

The Enlightenment ideals promoted by the American and French revolutions—free-
dom, equality, and popular sovereignty—appealed to peoples throughout Europe
and the Americas. In the Caribbean and Latin America, they inspired revolutionary
movements: slaves in the French colony of Saint-Domingue rose against their over-
lords and established the independent republic of Haiti, and Euro-American leaders
mounted independence movements in Mexico, Central America, and South America.
The ideals of the American and French revolutions also encouraged social reformers
to organize broader programs of liberation. Whereas the American and French revo-
lutions guaranteed political and legal rights to white men, social reformers sought to
extend those rights to women and slaves of African ancestry. During the nineteenth
century all European and Euro-American states abolished slavery, but former slaves
and their descendants remained an underprivileged and often oppressed class in most

Napoleon’s Empire

The Fall of Napoleon
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of the Atlantic world. The quest for women’s rights also proceeded slowly during the
nineteenth century.

The Haitian Revolution
The only successful slave revolt in history took place on the Caribbean island of His-
paniola in the aftermath of the French revolution. By the eighteenth century, Hispan-
iola was a major center of sugar production with hundreds of prosperous plantations.
The Spanish colony of Santo Domingo occupied the eastern part of the island (mod-
ern Dominican Republic), and the French colony of Saint-Domingue occupied the
western part (modern Haiti). Saint-Domingue was one of the richest of all European
colonies in the Caribbean: sugar, coffee, and cotton produced there accounted for al-
most one-third of France’s foreign trade.

In 1790 the population of Saint-Domingue included about forty thousand white
French settlers, thirty thousand gens de couleur (free people of color, including mulat-
toes as well as freed slaves), and some five hundred thousand black slaves, most of
whom were born in Africa. Led by wealthy planters, white residents stood at the top of
society. Gens de couleur farmed small plots of land, sometimes with the aid of a few
slaves, or worked as artisans in the island’s towns. Most of the colony’s slaves toiled in
the fields under brutal conditions. Planters worked their slaves so hard and provided
them with so little care that mortality was very high. Many slaves ran away into the
mountains. By the late eighteenth century, Saint-Domingue had many large communi-
ties of maroons, who maintained their own societies and sometimes attacked planta-
tions in search of food, weapons, tools, and additional recruits. As planters lost laborers,
they imported new slaves from Africa and other Caribbean islands. This pattern con-
tinued throughout the eighteenth century, until prices of new slaves from Africa rose
dramatically.

The American and French revolutions prepared the way for a violent political and
social revolution in Saint-Domingue. Because French policy supported North Ameri-
can colonists against British rule, colonial governors in Saint-Domingue sent about five
hundred gens de couleur to fight in the American war of independence. They returned
to Saint-Domingue with the intention of reforming society there. When the French
revolution broke out in 1789, white settlers in Saint-Domingue sought the right to
govern themselves, but they opposed proposals to grant political and legal equality to
the gens de couleur. By May 1791 civil war had broken out between white settlers and
gens de couleur.

The conflict expanded dramatically when a charismatic Vodou priest named 
Boukman organized a slave revolt. In August 1791 some twelve thousand slaves began
killing white settlers, burning their homes, and destroying their plantations. Within a
few weeks the rebels attracted almost one hundred thousand slaves into their ranks.
Saint-Domingue quickly descended into chaos as white, gens de couleur, and slave fac-
tions battled one another. Many slaves were battle-tested veterans of wars in Africa,
and they drew on their military experience to organize large armies. Slave leaders also
found recruits and reinforcements in Saint-Domingue’s maroon communities. For-
eign armies soon complicated the situation: French troops arrived in 1792 to restore
order, and British and Spanish forces intervened in 1793 in hopes of benefiting from
France’s difficulties.

Boukman died while fighting shortly after launching the revolt, but slave forces
eventually overcame white settlers, gens de couleur, and foreign armies. Their successes
were due largely to the leadership of François-Dominique Toussaint (1744–1803),
who after 1791 called himself Louverture—from the French l’ouverture, meaning “the

Saint-Domingue
Society

Slave Revolt

Toussaint Louverture
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opening,” or the one who
created an opening in enemy
ranks. The son of slaves, Tous-
saint learned to read and write
from a Roman Catholic priest.
Because of his education and
intelligence, he rose to the
position of livestock overseer
on the plantation and sub-
sequently planted coffee on
leased land with rented slaves.
A free man since 1776, Tous-
saint was also an astute judge
of human character. When
the slave revolt broke out in
1791, Toussaint helped his
masters escape to a safe place,
then left the plantation and
joined the rebels.

Toussaint was a skilled or-
ganizer, and by 1793 he had
built a strong, disciplined army.
He shrewdly played French,
British, and Spanish forces
against one another while also
jockeying for power with other
black and mulatto generals.
By 1797 he led an army of
twenty thousand that con-

trolled most of Saint-Domingue. In 1801 he promulgated a constitution that granted
equality and citizenship to all residents of Saint-Domingue. He stopped short of declar-
ing independence from France, however, because he did not want to provoke Napoleon
into attacking the island.

Nevertheless, in 1802 Napoleon dispatched forty thousand troops to restore
French authority in Saint-Domingue. Toussaint attempted to negotiate a peaceful 
settlement, but the French commander arrested him and sent him to France, where he
died in jail of maltreatment in 1803. By the time he died, however, yellow fever had
ravaged the French army in Saint-Domingue, and the black generals who succeeded
Toussaint had defeated the remaining troops and driven them out of the colony. Late
in 1803 they declared independence, and on 1 January 1804 they proclaimed the
establishment of Haiti, meaning “land of mountains,” which became the second
independent republic in the western hemisphere.

Wars of Independence in Latin America
Revolutionary ideals traveled beyond Saint-Domingue to the Spanish and Portuguese
colonies in the Americas. Though governed by peninsulares (colonial officials from
Spain or Portugal), the Iberian colonies all had a large, wealthy, and powerful class of
Euro-American criollos or creoles. In 1800 the peninsulares numbered about 30,000,
and the creole population was 3.5 million. The Iberian colonies also had a large pop-
ulation—about 10 million in all—of less privileged classes. Black slaves formed a ma-

The Republic of Haiti

Latin American
Society

Former slave and effective military leader, Toussaint
Louverture led the Haitian revolution.
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jority in Brazil, but elsewhere indigenous peoples and individuals of mixed ancestry
such as mestizos and mulattoes were most numerous.

Creoles benefited greatly during the eighteenth century as they established planta-
tions and ranches in the colonies and participated in rapidly expanding trade with
Spain and Portugal. Yet the creoles also had grievances. Like British colonists in North
America, the creoles resented administrative control and economic regulations im-
posed by the Iberian powers. They drew inspiration from Enlightenment political
thought and occasionally took part in tax revolts and popular uprisings. The creoles
desired neither social reform like that promoted by Robespierre nor the establishment
of an egalitarian society like Haiti. Basically they sought to displace the peninsulares
but retain their privileged position in society: political independence on the model of
the United States in North America struck them as an attractive alternative to colonial
status. Between 1810 and 1825, creoles led movements that brought independence
to all Spanish colonies in the Americas—except Cuba and Puerto Rico—and estab-
lished creole-dominated republics.

The slave rebellion 
in Saint-Domingue
struck fear in the
hearts of European
and Euro-American
peoples. This French
print depicts out-
numbered white
settlers under attack
on a plantation.
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The struggle for independence began in the wake of Napoleon’s invasion of Spain
and Portugal (1807), which weakened royal authority in the Iberian colonies. By 1810
revolts against Spanish rule had broken out in Argentina, Venezuela, and Mexico. The
most serious was a peasant rebellion in Mexico led by a parish priest, Miguel Hidalgo y
Costilla (1753–1811), who rallied indigenous peoples and mestizos against colonial rule.
Many contemporaries viewed Hidalgo’s movement for independence from Spanish rule
as social and economic warfare by the masses against the elites of Mexican society, partic-
ularly since he rallied people to his cause by invoking the name of the popular and vener-
ated Virgin of Guadalupe and by calling for the death of Spaniards. Conservative creoles
soon captured Hidalgo and executed him, but his rebellion continued to flare for three
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years after his death. Hidalgo
became the symbol of Mexi-
can independence, and the
day on which he proclaimed
his revolt—16 September
1810—is Mexico’s principal
national holiday.

Colonial rule came to an
end in 1821, when the creole
general Augustín de Iturbide
(1783–1824) declared inde-
pendence from Spain. In the
following year, he declared
himself emperor of Mexico.
Neither Iturbide nor his 
empire survived for long.
Though an able general, Itur-
bide was an incompetent 
administrator, and in 1823
creole elites deposed him and
established a republic. Two
years later the southern re-
gions of the Mexican empire declared their own independence. They formed a Central
American Federation until 1838, when they split into the independent states of Guate-
mala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica.

In South America, creole elites such as Simón Bolívar (1783–1830) led the move-
ment for independence. Born in Caracas (in modern Venezuela), Bolívar was a fervent
republican steeped in Enlightenment ideas about popular sovereignty. Inspired by the
example of George Washington, he took up arms against Spanish rule in 1811. In the
early days of his struggle, Bolívar experienced many reversals and twice went into exile.
In 1819, however, he assembled an army that surprised and crushed the Spanish army
in Colombia. Later he campaigned in Venezuela, Ecuador, and Peru, coordinating his
efforts with other creole leaders, such as José de San Martín (1778–1850) in Argentina
and Bernardo O’Higgins (1778–1842) in Chile. By 1825 creole forces had overcome
Spanish armies and deposed Spanish rulers throughout South America.

Bolívar’s goal was to weld the former Spanish colonies of South America into a great
confederation like the United States in North America. During the 1820s independent
Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador formed a republic called Gran Colombia, and Bolí-
var attempted to bring Peru and Bolivia (named for Bolívar himself ) into the confeder-
ation. By 1830, however, strong political and regional differences had undermined Gran
Colombia. As the confederation disintegrated, a bitterly disappointed Bolívar pro-
nounced South America “ungovernable” and lamented that “those who have served
the revolution have plowed the sea.” Shortly after the breakup of Gran Colombia, Bolí-
var died of tuberculosis while en route to self-imposed exile in Europe.

Independence came to Portuguese Brazil at the same time as to Spanish colonies,
but by a different process. When Napoleon invaded Portugal in 1807, the royal court
fled Lisbon and established a government in exile in Rio de Janeiro. In 1821 the
king returned to Portugal, leaving his son Pedro in Brazil as regent. The next year
Brazilian creoles called for independence from Portugal, and Pedro agreed to their
demands. When the Portuguese Cortes (parliament) tried to curtail his power, Pedro
declared Brazil’s independence and accepted appointment as Emperor Pedro I
(reigned 1822–1834).

Simón Bolívar

Simón Bolívar, creole leader of the independence
movement in Latin America, was a favorite subject of
painters in the nineteenth century. This portrait depicts
him as a determined and farsighted leader.

Brazilian
Independence
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Although Brazil achieved independence as a monarchy rather than a republic, cre-
ole elites dominated Brazilian society just as they did in former Spanish colonies. In-
deed, independence brought little social change in Latin America. The peninsulares
returned to Europe, but Latin American society remained as rigidly stratified as it had
been in 1800. The newly independent states granted military authority to local charis-
matic strongmen, known as caudillos, allied with creole elites. The new states also per-
mitted the continuation of slavery, confirmed the wealth and authority of the Roman
Catholic church, and repressed the lower orders. The principal beneficiaries of inde-
pendence in Latin America were the creole elites.

The Emergence of Ideologies: Conservatism and Liberalism
While inspiring revolutions and independence movements in other lands, the Ameri-
can and French revolutions also prompted political and social theorists to crystallize
the modern ideologies of conservatism and liberalism. An ideology is a coherent vi-
sion of human nature, human society, and the larger world that proposes some par-
ticular form of political and social organization as ideal. Some ideologies seek to
justify the current state of affairs, whereas others sharply criticize the status quo in
arguing for movement toward an improved society. In all cases, ideologists seek to
design a political and social order appropriate for their communities.

The modern ideology of conservatism arose as political and social theorists re-
sponded to the challenges of the American and especially the French revolutions.
Conservatives viewed society as an organism that changed slowly over the genera-
tions. The English political philosopher Edmund Burke (1729–1797) held, for exam-
ple, that society was a compact between a people’s ancestors, the present generation,
and their descendants as yet unborn. While admitting the need for gradual change
that came about by general consensus, Burke condemned radical or revolutionary
change, which in his view could only lead to anarchy. Thus Burke approved of the
American revolution, which he took as an example of natural change in keeping with
the historical development of North American society, but he denounced the French
revolution as a chaotic and irresponsible assault on society.

In contrast to conservatives, liberals took change as normal and welcomed it as the
agent of progress. They viewed conservatism as an effort to justify the status quo, main-
tain the privileges enjoyed by favored classes, and avoid dealing with injustice and in-
equality in society. For liberals the task of political and social theory was not to stifle
change but, rather, to manage it in the best interests of society. Liberals championed the
Enlightenment values of freedom and equality, which they believed would lead to higher
standards of morality and increased prosperity for the whole society. They usually fa-
vored republican forms of government in which citizens elected representatives to leg-
islative bodies, and they called for written constitutions that guaranteed freedom and
equality for all citizens and that precisely defined the political structure and institutions
of their societies. Although liberalism eventually became associated with the extension
of democracy, leading to universal suffrage, many liberals during the nineteenth century
considered democracy dangerous because it championed mass participation in politics.

The most prominent exponent of early liberalism was John Stuart Mill (1806–1873),
an English philosopher, economist, and social reformer. Mill tirelessly promoted the
freedom of individuals to pursue economic and intellectual interests. He tried to en-
sure that powerful minorities, such as wealthy businessmen, would not curb the free-
doms of the poorly organized majority, but he also argued that it was improper for the
majority to impose its will on minorities with different interests and values. He advo-
cated universal suffrage as the most effective way to advance individual freedom, and
he called for taxation of business profits and high personal incomes to forestall the or-Caudillos (KAW-dee-ohs)
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ganization of wealthy classes into groups that threatened individual liberties. Mill went
further than most liberals in seeking to extend the rights of freedom and equality to
women and working people as well as men of property.

As Mill recognized, the age of revolutions in the Atlantic world illustrated the cen-
trality of suffrage in establishing a people’s and a nation’s sense of democratic legiti-
macy and political sovereignty. Defined as either the right or the privilege to vote, in
order to elect public officials or to adopt laws, suffrage derived its revolutionary signifi-
cance from Enlightenment notions about self-government and about governments de-
riving authority from the consent of the governed. Voting rights and restrictions
evolved into powerful political concerns during and after the age of revolutions.

The American and French revolutions championed the ideal of equality among all
citizens, but tensions over the extension of the franchise nonetheless arose in the wake
of those revolutions. Perhaps persuaded by the view that voting was more a privilege
than a right, and therefore was legitimately subject to certain qualifications, early leaders
restricted suffrage to white male citizens who possessed varying amounts of property.
Limitations on the franchise thereafter long characterized suffrage in democratic na-
tions, with residents being disenfranchised on the basis of citizenship, class, age, gender,
and race, among other factors. Women in western Europe, North America, and South
America actively sought and fought to gain suffrage rights, but their quests proved fu-
tile until the twentieth century. Whereas white men of all social and economic classes
witnessed the removal of property restrictions on their voting rights so that during the
nineteenth century almost all enjoyed the right to vote, black men in places such as the
United States faced more obstacles. Their suffrage story suggested how long and con-
tested the struggle over voting rights and restrictions could be.

Testing the Limits of Revolutionary Ideals: Slavery
The Enlightenment ideals of freedom and equality were watchwords of revolution in
the Atlantic Ocean basin. Yet different revolutionaries understood the implications
of freedom and equality in very different ways. In North America revolution led to
political independence, a broad array of individual freedoms, and the legal equality of
adult white men. In France it destroyed the hierarchical social order of the ancien régime
and temporarily extended political and legal rights to all citizens, although Napoleon
and later rulers effectively curbed some of those rights. In Haiti revolution brought in-
dependence from French rule and the end of slavery. In South America it led to inde-
pendence from Iberian rule and societies dominated by creole elites. In the wake of the
Atlantic revolutions, social activists in Europe and the Americas considered the possibil-
ity that the ideals of freedom and equality might have further implications as yet unex-
plored. They turned their attention especially to the issues of slavery and women’s rights.

The campaign to end the slave trade and abolish slavery began in the eighteenth
century. Freed slaves such as Olaudah Equiano (1745–1797) were among the earli-
est critics of slavery. Beginning in the 1780s European Christian moralists also voiced
opposition to slavery.

Only after the American, French, and Haitian revolutions, however, did the anti-
slavery movement gain momentum. The leading spokesman of the movement was
William Wilberforce (1759–1833), a prominent English philanthropist elected in 1780
to a seat in Parliament. There he tirelessly attacked slavery on moral and religious
grounds. After the Haitian revolution he attracted supporters who feared that contin-
ued reliance on slave labor would result in more and larger slave revolts, and in 1807
Parliament passed Wilberforce’s bill to end the slave trade. Under British pressure,
other states also banned commerce in slaves: the United States in 1808, France in
1814, the Netherlands in 1817, and Spain in 1845. The British navy, which dominated
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the North Atlantic Ocean, patrolled the west coast of Africa to ensure compliance with
the law. But the slave trade died slowly, as illegal trade in African slaves continued on a
small scale: the last documented ship to carry slaves across the Atlantic Ocean arrived
in Cuba in 1867.

The abolition of slavery itself was a much bigger challenge than ending the slave
trade because owners had property rights in their slaves. Planters and merchant elites
strongly resisted efforts to alter the system that provided them with abundant supplies
of inexpensive labor. Nevertheless, the end of the slave trade doomed the institution
of slavery in the Americas. In Haiti the end of slavery came with the revolution. In
much of South America, slavery ended with independence from Spanish rule, as
Simón Bolívar freed slaves who joined his forces and provided constitutional guaran-
tees of free status for all residents of Gran Colombia. In Mexico slavery was abolished
in 1829, though not solely for humanitarian reasons. It served as a mechanism to stop
the influx of residents from the southern United States coming in with their slaves to
grow cotton.

Meanwhile, as they worked to ban traffic in human labor, Wilberforce and other
moralists also launched a campaign to free slaves and abolish the institution of slavery
itself. In 1833, one month after Wilberforce’s death, Parliament provided twenty mil-
lion pounds sterling as compensation to slave owners and abolished slavery through-
out the British empire. Other states followed the British example: France abolished
slavery in 1848, the United States in 1865, Cuba in 1886, and Brazil in 1888.

Abolition brought legal freedom for African and African-American slaves, but it
did not bring political equality. In most lands other than Haiti, African-American 
peoples had little influence in society. Property requirements, literacy tests, poll taxes,
and campaigns of intimidation effectively prevented them from voting. Nor did eman-
cipation bring social and economic improvements for former slaves and their descen-
dants. White creole elites owned most of the property in the Americas, and they kept
blacks in subordination by forcing them to accept low-paying work. A few African-
Americans owned small plots of land, but they could not challenge the economic and
political power of creole elites.

Testing the Limits of Revolutionary Ideals: Women’s Rights
Women participated alongside men in the movement to abolish slavery, and their expe-
rience inspired feminist social reformers to seek equality with men. They pointed out
that women suffered many of the same legal disabilities as slaves: they had little access to
education, they could not enter professional occupations that required advanced educa-
tion, and they were legally deprived of the right to vote. They drew on Enlightenment
thought in making a case for women’s rights, but in spite of support from prominent
liberals such as John Stuart Mill, they had little success before the twentieth century.

Enlightenment thought called for the restructuring of government and society, but
the philosophes mostly held conservative views on women and their roles in family and
society. Rousseau, for example, advised that girls’ education should prepare them to
become devoted wives and mothers. Yet social reformers found Enlightenment
thought extremely useful in arguing for women’s rights. Drawing on the political
thought of John Locke, for example, the English writer Mary Astell (1666–1731) sug-
gested that absolute sovereignty was no more appropriate in a family than in a state.
Astell also reflected Enlightenment influence in asking why, if all men were born free,
all women were born slaves?

During the eighteenth century, advocates of women’s rights were particularly 
active in Britain, France, and North America. Among the most prominent was the
British writer Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797). Although she had little schooling,
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Wollstonecraft avidly read books at home and gained an informal self-education. In
1792 she published an influential essay entitled A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.
Like Astell, Wollstonecraft argued that women possessed all the rights that Locke had
granted to men. She insisted on the right of women to education: it would make them
better mothers and wives, she said, and would enable them to contribute to society by
preparing them for professional occupations and participation in political life.

Women played crucial roles in the revolutions of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Some women supported the efforts of men by sewing uniforms,
rolling bandages, or managing farms, shops, and businesses. Others actively partici-
pated in revolutionary activities. In October 1789, for example, about six thousand
Parisian women marched to Versailles to protest the high price of bread. Some of
them forced their way into the royal apartments and demanded that the king and
queen return with them to Paris—along with the palace’s supply of flour. In the early
1790s, pistol-wielding members of the Republican Revolutionary Women patrolled
the streets of Paris. The fate of Olympe de Gouges made it clear, however, that revo-
lutionary women had little prospect of holding official positions or playing a formal
role in public affairs.

Under the National Assembly and the Convention, the French revolution brought
increased rights for women. The republican government provided free public education
for girls as well as boys, granted wives a share of family property, and legalized divorce.
Yet the revolution did not bring women the right to vote or to play major roles in pub-
lic affairs. Under the Directory and Napoleon’s rule, women lost even the rights that
they had won in the early days of the revolution. In other lands, women never gained as
much as they did in revolutionary France. In the United States and the independent
states of Latin America, revolution brought legal equality and political rights only for
adult white men, who retained patriarchal authority over their wives and families.

Nevertheless, throughout the nineteenth century social reformers pressed for
women’s rights as well as the abolition of slavery. The American feminist Elizabeth
Cady Stanton (1815–1902) was an especially prominent figure in this movement. In
1840 Stanton went to London to attend an antislavery conference but found that the
organizers barred women from participation. Infuriated, Stanton returned to the
United States and began to build a movement for women’s rights. She organized a
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conference of feminists who met at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. The conference
passed twelve resolutions demanding that lawmakers grant women rights equivalent to
those enjoyed by men. The resolutions called specifically for women’s rights to vote,
attend public schools, enter professional occupations, and participate in public affairs.

The women’s rights movement experienced limited success in the nineteenth cen-
tury. More women received formal education than before the American and French

Sources from the Past

Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen

In 1791 Olympe de Gouges, a butcher’s daughter and playwright of some note, wrote and published the Declaration of
the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen. She directly challenged the inferiority presumed of women by the 1789
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, which limited citizenship to males. By publicly asserting the equality
of women, Gouges breached barriers that most revolutionary leaders wanted to perpetuate. Charged with treason during
the rule of the National Convention, Gouges went to the guillotine on 3 November 1793.

Article 1. Woman is born free and lives equal to man in
her rights. Social distinctions can be based only on the
common utility.

Article 2. The purpose of any political association is
the conservation of the natural and impresciptible rights
of woman and man; these rights are liberty, property,
security, and especially resistance to oppression.

Article 3. The principle of all sovereignty rests es-
sentially with the nation, which is nothing but the
union of woman and man; no body and no individual
can exercise any authority which does not come ex-
pressly from it (the nation).

Article 4. Liberty and justice consist of restoring all
that belongs to others; thus, the only limits on the ex-
ercise of the natural rights of woman are perpetual male
tyranny; these limits are to be reformed by the laws of
nature and reason.

Article 6. The law must be the expression of the
general will; all female and male citizens must contribute
either personally or through their representatives to its
formation; it must be the same for all: male and female
citizens, being equal in the eyes of the law, must be
equally admitted to all honors, positions, and public em-
ployment according to their capacity and without other
distinctions besides those of their virtues and talents.

Article 7. No woman is an exception; she is ac-
cused, arrested, and detained in cases determined by
law. Women, like men, obey this rigorous law.

Article 11. The free communication of thoughts and
opinions is one of the most precious rights of woman,

since that liberty assures recognition of children by their
fathers. Any female citizen thus may say freely, I am the
mother of a child which belongs to you, without being
forced by a barbarous prejudice to hide the truth; (an
exception may be made) to respond to the abuse of this
liberty in cases determined by law.

Article 13. For the support of the public force and
the expenses of administration, the contributions of
woman and man are equal; she shares all the duties and
all the painful tasks; therefore, we must have the same
share in the distribution of positions, employment, of-
fices, honors, and jobs.

Article 14. Female and male citizens have the right
to verify, either by themselves or through their represen-
tatives, the necessity of the public contribution. This can
only apply to women if they are granted an equal share,
not only of wealth, but also of public administration,
and in the determination of the proportion, the base,
the collection, and the duration of the tax.

Article 17. Property belongs to both sexes whether
united or separate; for each it is an inviolable and sacred
right; no one can be deprived of it, since it is the true
patrimony of nature, unless the legally determined pub-
lic need obviously dictates it, and then only with a just
and prior indemnity.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

How does Olympe de Gouges’s feminist restatement of
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen
intensify its radical precepts?

SOURCE: Darline Gay Levy, Harriet Branson Applewhite, and Mary Durham Johnson. Women in Revolutionary Paris, 1789–1795.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979, pp. 90–92.
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revolutions, and women in Europe and North America participated in academic, liter-
ary, and civic organizations. Rarely did they enter the professions, however, and no-
where did they enjoy the right to vote. Yet, by seeking to extend the promises of
Enlightenment political thought to blacks and women as well as white men, social 
reformers of the nineteenth century laid a foundation that would lead to large-scale 
social change in the twentieth century.

The Consolidation of National States in Europe

The Enlightenment ideals of freedom, equality, and popular sovereignty inspired po-
litical revolutions in much of the Atlantic Ocean basin, and the revolutions in turn
helped spread Enlightenment values. The wars of the French revolution and the
Napoleonic era also inspired the development of a particular type of community iden-
tity that had little to do with Enlightenment values—nationalism. Revolutionary wars
involved millions of French citizens in the defense of their country against foreign
armies and the extension of French influence to neighboring states. Wartime experi-
ences encouraged peoples throughout Europe to think of themselves as members of
distinctive national communities. Throughout the nineteenth century, European na-
tionalist leaders worked to fashion states based on national identities and mobilized
citizens to work in the interests of their own national communities, sometimes by fos-
tering jealousy and suspicion of other national groups. By the late nineteenth century,
national identities were so strong that peoples throughout Europe responded enthu-
siastically to ideologies of nationalism, which promised glory and prosperity to those
who worked in the interests of their national communities.

Nations and Nationalism
One of the most influential concepts of modern political thought is the idea of the na-
tion. The word nation refers to a type of community that became especially prominent
in the nineteenth century. At various times and places in history, individuals have associ-
ated themselves primarily with families, clans, cities, regions, and religious faiths. During
the nineteenth century, European peoples came to identify strongly with communities
they called nations. Members of a nation considered themselves a distinctive people
born into a unique community that spoke a common language, observed common 
customs, inherited common cultural traditions, held common values, and shared com-
mon historical experiences. Often they also honored common religious beliefs, although
they sometimes overlooked differences of faith and construed the nation as a political,
social, and cultural, rather than religious, unit.

Intense feelings of national identity fueled ideologies of nationalism. Advocates
of nationalism insisted that the nation must be the focus of political loyalty. Zealous
nationalist leaders maintained that members of their national communities had a
common destiny that they could best advance by organizing independent national
states and resolutely pursuing their national interests. Ideally, in their view, the
boundaries of the national state embraced the territory occupied by the national
community, and its government promoted the interests of the national group, some-
times through conflict with other peoples.

Early nationalist thought often sought to deepen appreciation for the historical
experiences of the national community and foster pride in its cultural accomplishments.
During the late eighteenth century, for example, Johann Gottfried von Herder
(1744–1803) sang the praises of the German Volk (“people”) and their powerful 
and expressive language. In reaction to Enlightenment thinkers and their quest for a
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scientific, universally valid understanding
of the world, early cultural nationalists
such as Herder focused their attention on
individual communities and relished their
uniqueness. They emphasized historical
scholarship, which they believed would il-
luminate the distinctive characteristics of
their societies. They also valued the study
of literature, which they considered the
best guide to the Volksgeist, the popular
soul or spirit or essence of their commu-
nity. For that reason the German brothers
Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm collected pop-
ular poetry, stories, songs, and tales as ex-
pressions of the German Volk.

During the nineteenth century, national-
ist thought became much more strident than
the cultural nationalism of Herder or the
brothers Grimm. Advocates of nationalism

demanded loyalty and solidarity from members of the national group. In lands where
they were minorities or where they lived under foreign rule, they sought to establish in-
dependent states to protect and advance the interests of the national community.

In Italy, for example, the nationalist activist Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–1872) formed
a group called Young Italy that promoted independence from Austrian and Spanish rule
and the establishment of an Italian national state. Mazzini likened the nation to a family
and the nation’s territory to the family home. Austrian and Spanish authorities forced
Mazzini to lead much of his life in exile, but he used the opportunity to encourage the
organization of nationalist movements in new lands. By the mid-nineteenth century,
Young Italy had inspired the development of nationalist movements in Ireland, Switzer-
land, and Hungary.

While it encouraged political leaders to work toward the establishment of na-
tional states for their communities, nationalism also had strong potential to stir up
conflict between different groups of people. The more nationalists identified with
their own national communities, the more they distinguished themselves both from
peoples in other lands and from minority groups within their societies.

This divisive potential of nationalism helps to explain the emergence of Zionism, a
political movement that holds that the Jewish people constitute a nation and have the
right to their own national homeland. Unlike Mazzini’s Italian compatriots, Jews did
not inhabit a well-defined territory but, rather, lived in states throughout Europe. As
national communities tightened their bonds, nationalist leaders often became distrustful
of minority populations. Suspicion of Jews fueled anti-Semitism in many parts of Eu-
rope. Whereas anti-Semitism was barely visible in countries such as Italy and the Neth-
erlands, it operated openly in those such as Austria-Hungary and Germany. In eastern
Europe, anti-Semitism often turned violent. In Russia and in the Russian-controlled
areas of Poland, the persecution of Jews climaxed in a series of pogroms. Beginning in
1881 and lasting into the early twentieth century, these massacres claimed the lives and
property of thousands of Jews.

During the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, millions of Jews migrated to
other European lands or to North America to escape persecution and violence. Anti-Semi-
tism was not as severe in France as in central and eastern Europe, but it reached a fever
pitch there after a military court convicted Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish army officer, of spying
for Germany in 1894. Although he was innocent of the charges and eventually had the ver-
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dict reversed on appeal, Drey-
fus was the focus of bitter 
debates about the trustwor-
thiness of Jews in French so-
ciety. The trial also became a
key event in the evolution of
Zionism.

Among the reporters at
the Dreyfus trial was a Jew-
ish journalist from Vienna,
Theodor Herzl (1860–1904).
As Herzl witnessed mobs
shouting “Death to the Jews”
in the land of enlightenment
and liberty, he concluded that
anti-Semitism was a persis-
tent feature of human soci-
ety that assimilation could
not solve. In 1896 Herzl
published the pamphlet Ju-
denstaat, which argued that
the only defense against anti-
Semitism lay in the mass mi-
gration of Jews from all over
the world to a land that they
could call their own. In the following year, Herzl organized the first Zionist Congress
in Basel, Switzerland, which founded the World Zionist Organization. The delegates at
Basel formulated the basic platform of the Zionist movement, declaring that “Zionism
seeks to establish a home for the Jewish people in Palestine,” the location of the an-
cient Kingdom of Israel. During the next half century, Jewish migrants trickled into
Palestine, and in 1948 they won recognition for the Jewish state of Israel. Although it
arose in response to exclusive nationalism in Europe, Zionism in turn provoked a re-
sentful nationalism among Palestinians displaced by Jewish settlers. Conflicts between
Jews and Palestinians continue to the present day.

The Emergence of National Communities
The French revolution and the wars that followed it heightened feelings of national
identity throughout Europe. In France the establishment of a republic based on liberty,
equality, and fraternity inspired patriotism and encouraged citizens to rally to the de-
fense of the revolution when foreign armies threatened it. Revolutionary leaders took
the tricolored flag as a symbol of the French nation, and they adopted a rousing march-
ing tune, the “Marseillaise,” as an anthem that inspired pride in and identity with the
national community. In Spain, the Netherlands, Austria, Prussia, and Russia, national
consciousness surged in reaction to the arrival of revolutionary and Napoleonic armies.
Opposition to Napoleon and his imperial designs also inspired national feeling in Britain.

After the fall of Napoleon, conservative political leaders feared that heightened
national consciousness and ideas of popular sovereignty would encourage further ex-
perimentation with revolution and undermine European stability. Meeting as the
Congress of Vienna (1814–1815), representatives of the “great powers” that defeated
Napoleon—Britain, Austria, Prussia, and Russia—attempted to restore the prerevolu-
tionary order. Under the guidance of the influential foreign minister of Austria, Prince
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Klemens von Metternich (1773–1859), the Congress dismantled Napoleon’s empire,
returned sovereignty to Europe’s royal families, restored them to the thrones they
had lost during the Napoleonic era, and created a diplomatic order based on a balance
of power that prevented any one state from dominating the others. A central goal of
Metternich himself was to suppress national consciousness, which he viewed as a seri-
ous threat to the multicultural Austrian empire that included Germans, Italians, Mag-
yars, Czechs, Slovaks, Poles, Serbs, and Croats among its subjects.

The efforts of Metternich and the Congress of Vienna to restore the ancien régime
had limited success. The European balance of power established at Vienna survived for
almost a century, until the outbreak of a general continental and global war in 1914.
Metternich and the conservative rulers installed by the Congress of Vienna took mea-
sures to forestall further revolution: they censored publications to prevent communica-
tion of seditious ideas and relied on spies to identify nationalist and republican activists.
By 1815, however, it was impossible to suppress national consciousness and ideas of
popular sovereignty.

From the 1820s through the 1840s, a wave of rebellions inspired by nationalist
sentiments swept through Europe. The first uprising occurred in 1821 in the Balkan
peninsula, where the Greek people sought independence from the Ottoman Turks,
who had ruled the region since the fifteenth century. Many western Europeans sympa-
thized with the Greek cause. The English poet Lord Byron even joined the rebel army
and in 1824 died (of a fever) while serving in Greece. With the aid of Britain, France,
and Russia, the rebels overcame the Ottoman forces in the Balkans by 1827 and won
formal recognition of Greek independence in 1830.

In 1830 rebellion showed its face throughout Europe. In France, Spain, Portugal,
and some of the German principalities, revolutionaries inspired by liberalism called for
constitutional government based on popular sovereignty. In Belgium, Italy, and
Poland, they demanded independence and the formation of national states as well as
popular sovereignty. Revolution in Paris drove Charles X from the throne, while up-
risings in Belgium resulted in independence from the Netherlands. By the mid-1830s
authorities had put down the uprisings elsewhere, but in 1848 a new round of rebel-
lions shook European states. The uprisings of 1848 brought down the French monar-
chy and seriously threatened the Austrian empire, where subject peoples clamored for
constitutions and independence. Prince Metternich resigned his office as Austrian for-
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eign minister and unceremoniously fled Vienna as rebels took control of the city. Up-
risings also rocked cities in Italy, Prussia, and German states in the Rhineland.

By the summer of 1849, the veteran armies of conservative rulers had put down
the last of the rebellions. Advocates of national independence and popular sover-
eignty remained active, however, and the potential of their ideals to mobilize popular
support soon became dramatically apparent.

The Unifications of Italy and Germany
The most striking demonstration of the power that national sentiments could unleash
involved the unification of Italy and Germany. Since the fall of the Roman empire, Italy
and Germany had been disunited lands. A variety of regional kingdoms, city-states,
and ecclesiastical states ruled the Italian peninsula for more than a thousand years, and
princes divided Germany into more than three hundred semiautonomous jurisdictions.
The Holy Roman Empire claimed authority over Germany and much of Italy, but the
emperors were rarely strong enough to enforce their claims.

As they dismantled Napoleon’s empire and sought to restore the ancien régime,
delegates at the Congress of Vienna placed much of northern Italy under Austrian
rule. Southern Italy was already under close Spanish supervision because of dynastic
ties between the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies and the Spanish Bourbon monarchy. As
national sentiment surged throughout nineteenth-century Europe, Italian political
leaders worked to win independence from foreign rule and establish an Italian na-
tional state. Mazzini’s Young Italy movement attracted discontented idealists through-
out the peninsula. In 1820, 1830, and 1848, they mounted major uprisings that
threatened but did not dislodge foreign rule in Italy.
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The unification of Italy came about when practical political leaders such as Count
Camillo di Cavour (1810–1861), prime minister to King Vittore Emmanuele II of Pied-
mont and Sardinia, combined forces with nationalist advocates of independence. Cavour
was a cunning diplomat, and the kingdom of Piedmont and Sardinia was the most pow-
erful of the Italian states. In alliance with France, Cavour expelled Austrian authorities
from most of northern Italy in 1859. Then he turned his attention to southern Italy,
where Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807–1882), a dashing soldier of fortune and a passionate
nationalist, led the unification movement. With an army of about one thousand men
outfitted in distinctive red shirts, Garibaldi swept through Sicily and southern Italy, out-
maneuvering government forces and attracting enthusiastic recruits. In 1860 Garibaldi
met King Vittore Emmanuele near Naples. Not ambitious to rule, Garibaldi delivered
southern Italy into Vittore Emmanuele’s hands, and the kingdom of Piedmont and Sar-
dinia became the kingdom of Italy. During the next decade the new monarchy absorbed
several additional territories, including Venice, Rome, and their surrounding regions.

In Germany as in Italy, unification came about when political leaders harnessed
nationalist aspirations. The Congress of Vienna created a German Confederation com-
posed of thirty-nine states dominated by Austria. Metternich and other conservative
German rulers stifled nationalist movements, and the suppression of the rebellions of
1848 left German nationalists frustrated at their inability to found a national state.

In 1862 King Wilhelm I of Prussia appointed a wealthy landowner, Otto von Bis-
marck (1815–1898), as his prime minister. Bismarck was a master of Realpolitik (“the
politics of reality”). He succinctly expressed his realistic approach in his first speech as
prime minister: “The great questions of the day will not be settled by speeches or ma-
jority votes—that was the great mistake of 1848 and 1849—but by blood and iron.”

Wearing a white
jacket, Otto von
Bismarck (center)
witnesses the crown-
ing of King Wilhelm I
of Prussia as German
emperor. The coro-
nation followed the
victory of Prussia over
France in 1871, and it
took place in the royal
palace at Versailles.

Otto von Bismarck

Cavour and Garibaldi
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It was indeed blood and iron that brought about the unification of Germany. As
prime minister, Bismarck reformed and expanded the Prussian army. Between 1864 and
1870 he intentionally provoked three wars—with Denmark, Austria, and France—and
whipped up German sentiment against the enemies. In all three conflicts Prussian forces
quickly shattered their opponents, swelling German pride. In 1871 the Prussian king
proclaimed himself emperor of the Second Reich—meaning the Second German Em-
pire, following the Holy Roman Empire—which embraced almost all German-speaking
peoples outside Austria and Switzerland in a powerful and dynamic national state.

The unification of Italy and Germany made it clear that when coupled with strong
political, diplomatic, and military leadership, nationalism had enormous potential to
mobilize people who felt a sense of national kinship. Italy, Germany, and other national
states went to great lengths to foster a sense of national community. They adopted na-
tional flags to serve as symbols of unity, national anthems to inspire patriotism, and na-
tional holidays to focus public attention on individuals and events of special importance
for the national community. They established bureaucracies that took censuses of na-
tional populations and tracked vital national statistics involving birth, marriage, and
death. They built schools that instilled patriotic values in students, and they recruited
young men into armies that defended national interests and sometimes went on the of-
fensive to enhance national prestige. By the end of the nineteenth century, the national
state had proven to be a powerful model of political organization in Europe. By the
mid-twentieth century it had become well-nigh universal as political leaders adopted the
national state as the principal form of political organization throughout the world.

T he Enlightenment ideals of freedom, equality, and popular sovereignty inspired revo-

lutionary movements throughout much of the Atlantic Ocean basin in the late eigh-

teenth and early nineteenth centuries. In North America colonists threw off British rule

and founded an independent federal republic. In France revolutionaries abolished the

monarchy, established a republic, and refashioned the social order. In Saint-Domingue re-

bellious slaves threw off French rule, established an independent Haitian republic, and

granted freedom and equality to all citizens. In Latin America creole elites led movements

to expel Spanish and Portuguese colonial authorities and to found independent republics.

During the nineteenth century, adult white men were the main beneficiaries of move-

ments based on Enlightenment ideals, but social reformers launched campaigns to extend

freedom and equality to Africans, African-Americans, and women.

Meanwhile, as they fought each other in wars sparked by the French revolution, Euro-

pean peoples developed strong feelings of national identity and worked to establish

states that advanced the interests of national communities. Nationalist thought was often

divisive: it pitted national groups against one another and fueled tensions especially in

large multicultural states. But nationalism also had strong potential to contribute to state-

building movements, and nationalist appeals played prominent roles in the unification of

Italy and Germany. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, peoples throughout

the world drew inspiration from Enlightenment ideals and national identities when seek-

ing to build or restructure their societies.
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