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Introduction :

Between the 16th and 18th centuries, absolutism emerged as a dominant
form of governance in many parts of Europe. Absolutism refers to a system
in which sovereign power is concentrated in the hands of a monarch,
unrestricted by representative institutions such as parliaments, estates, or
assemblies. Austria and Russia developed strong absolutist states, though
their paths, social bases, and administrative methods differed significantly.
In contrast, Germany (the Holy Roman Empire) failed to achieve political
unity and absolutism at the imperial level, instead witnessing prolonged
conflicts that weakened central authority and strengthened regional rulers.
This answer examines:

The nature and development of absolutism in Austria

The rise of absolutism in Russia

The causes and consequences of conflicts in Germany’s

A comparative perspective
I. Absolutism in Austria,
1. Historical Background

Austria was ruled by the Habsburg dynasty, which emerged as one of the
most powerful royal houses in Europe. The Habsburgs ruled over a multi-
national empire, including Austria, Bohemia, Hungary, parts of Italy, and the
Balkans. The diversity of languages, religions, and traditions posed a major
challenge to centralized rule.

The growth of absolutism in Austria accelerated after the Thirty Years’ War
(1618-1648), which devastated Germany but paradoxically strengthened
Habsburg control over their hereditary lands.

2. Features of Austrian Absolutism

(a) Centralization of Power

The Habsburg monarch gradually reduced the powers of provincial estates
(Landstéande).

Administration was centralized under royal officials loyal to the emperor.
Vienna emerged as the political and administrative center.



(b) Strong Standing Army

Constant wars with the Ottoman Empire and European rivals necessitated a
permanent army.

The army became an important tool of absolutist control and discipline.

(c) Catholic Counter-Reformation

Austrian absolutism was closely linked with Catholicism.

Protestant nobles in Bohemia and Austria were suppressed after 1620.
The state supported the Jesuits and enforced religious uniformity.

3. Reign of Maria Theresa (1740-1780)

Maria Theresa was a key architect of Austrian absolutism.

Major reforms:

Reorganized taxation, making even nobles pay taxes

Strengthened bureaucracy

Improved education and judicial administration

Reduced the arbitrary powers of local landlords

Despite these reforms, Austria remained a conservative absolutist monarchy,
heavily dependent on aristocratic support.

4. Joseph Il and Enlightened Absolutism

Joseph 11 (1780-1790) represented enlightened absolutism:

Abolished serfdom

Introduced religious toleration

Promoted legal equality

Reduced church influence

However, his reforms faced strong resistance and many were reversed after
his death.

5. Nature of Austrian Absolutism

Dynastic and military in character

Supported by nobility and Catholic Church

Moderate centralization due to ethnic diversity

Less despotic than Russia but less modern than Trance.

Il. Absolutism in Russia

1. Background of Russian Absolutism
Russian absolutism developed under very different conditions:
Vast territory



Sparse population

Lack of strong urban middle class

Dominance of landed nobility

Tradition of autocracy from the Mongol period

The Russian Tsar was seen as God's representative on earth.

2. Ivan IV (Ilvan the Terrible)

Ivan IV (1547-1584) laid the foundations of absolutism:
Assumed the title of Tsar

Crushed the power of boyars (nobility)

Created a centralized administration

Used terror through the Oprichnina

His rule was despotic and violent but strengthened royal authority.

3. Peter the Great (1682-1725)
Peter the Great transformed Russia into a European-style absolutist state.

Major Reforms:

(a) Administrative Reforms

Divided Russia into provinces

Introduced a modern bureaucracy

Established the Table of Ranks, linking service to status
(b) Military Reforms

Created a modern standing army and navy
Introduced compulsory service for nobles

(c) Economic and Social Reforms

Promoted industries and trade

Strengthened serfdom to support the army and state
Westernized culture, dress, and education

4. Catherine the Great (1762-1796)

Catherine Il represented enlightened despotism:

Encouraged education and arts

Codified laws

Corresponded with Enlightenment thinkers

However:

Serfdom was expanded

Nobility gained more privileges

Peasant revolts (e.g., Pugachev Rebellion) revealed deep social tension

5. Nature of Russian Absolutism



Highly centralized and autocratic

No representative institutions

Heavy reliance on coercion

Strong alliance between state and nobility

Peasantry reduced to extreme serfdom

Russian absolutism was more rigid and oppressive than in Western Europe.

[ll. Conflicts in Germany

1. Political Fragmentation of Germany

Germany was part of the Holy Roman Empire, which consisted of:
Hundreds of principalities

Free imperial cities

Ecclesiastical territories

The emperor had limited authority, and real power lay with territorial rulers.

2. Religious Conflicts

(a) Protestant Reformation

Martin Luther's movement began in Germany (1517)
Divided German states into Catholic and Protestant camps
(b) Peace of Augsburg (1555)

Introduced the principle: Cuius regio, eius religio

Failed to ensure long-term Peace

3. Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648)

The most devastating conflict in German history.
Causes:

Religious tensions

Power struggle between emperor and princes
Foreign intervention (France, Sweden, Spain)
Consequences:

Massive population loss

Economic destruction

Weakening of imperial authority
Strengthening of territorial rulers

4. Peace of Westphalia (1648)

Recognized sovereignty of German princes
Emperor became largely symbolic

Germany remained politically fragmented

Laid foundations of modern international relations



5. Rise of Prussia

While Germany as a whole lacked absolutism, Prussia developed a strong
absolutist state:

Strong army

Efficient bureaucracy

Junker nobility as state servants

However, this absolutism was regional, not imperial.



