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NAME:                              BLOCK: 
LOUIS XIV’S ABSOLUTE RULE OF FRANCE 

 

CENTRAL HISTORICAL QUESTION 
TO WHAT EXTENT DID LOUIS XIV’S ABSOLUTE RULE IMPACT FRANCE? 

 
DIRECTIONS: Read and annotate the following excerpts and respond to the following questions. We will be writing the 
“Letter to Louis XIV” in the following class. You do not have to complete it for homework.  
 
LOUIS XIV & HIS FOREIGN POLICIES: “PERPETUAL WAR” 
 
 
In 1667 Louis XIV launched the War of Devolution (1667-1668), the first in a series 
of military conflicts that characterized his aggressive approach to foreign policy, by 
invading the Spanish Netherlands, which he claimed as his wife’s inheritance. Under 
pressure from the English, Swedish and especially the Dutch, France retreated and 
returned the region to Spain, gaining only some frontier towns in Flanders. Louis 
XIV, unsatisfied with the outcome of such little land gained,  brought his country 
into the Franco-Dutch War (1672-1678). Victorious, and now at the height of his 
powers and influence, Louis established “chambers of reunion” to take unclaimed 
and/or disputed cities and towns along France’s border through laws in which Louis 
XIV created. 
 
The Chambers of Reunion were French courts established by King Louis XIV in the 
early 1680s designed, by Louis XIV, with the purpose to increase French territory. Following the takeover of French-border 
towns (ie Luxeumbourg, Strasburg, etc.), France became the superpower of Europe in the 17th century, creating more and 
more enemies to fight in wars with at the expense of the people of France, who had no say in whether Louis XIV could or 
could not start another war.  
 
France’s position as the dominant power on the continent—coupled with a colonial presence in North America that 
blossomed under Louis XIV—was perceived as a threat by other European nations, including England, the Holy Roman 
Empire and Spain. In the late 1680s, responding to yet another spate of expansionist campaigns by Louis’ armies, they 
and several smaller countries formed a coalition known as the Grand Alliance. The ensuing war, fought on both 
hemispheres, lasted from 1688 to 1697; France emerged with most of its territory intact but its resources severely strained. 
To fund a weakening military and a country suffering from poor harvest years, Louis increased taxes on an already 
weakening economy. The working class could not afford to both work and live while paying such high taxes for wars 
solely meant to serve the government’s thirst for expansion and warfare. 
 
More disastrous for Louis XIV was the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-1714), in which the aging king defended his 
grandson Philip V’s inheritance of Spain and its empire. The long conflict plunged a famine-ridden France into massive 
debt, turning public opinion against the crown. 
 
1.) Describe the relationship between the individual (i.e. common person, member of working class) and the government 
amidst Louis XIV’s foreign policy of perpetual warfare? 
 
 
 
 
2.) How is the concept of absolutism impacting France during this period? 
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LOUIS XIV & HIS ECONOMIC POLICY: “MERCANTILISM” 
 

 
       In 17th century France, mercantilism was the dominant economic 
theory, and was largely instated thanks to the French finance minister 
Jean-Baptiste Colbert (pictured left). The theory of mercantilism, and 
Colbert's reign as finance minister, helped shape France's path during its 
golden age. 
 
 Mercantilism is the idea that a country should maintain a 
favorable balance of trade, meaning that it should export as much as 
possible and import as little as possible. It also involves the idea of 
creating colonies abroad, who can supply the mother country with raw 
materials for production and help purchase the finished goods. In this 
case, Louis XIV’s practice of mercantilism led to the building of colonies 
within North America. The members of the French colonies were 
responsible for extracting resources from the land in order for the mother 
country, France, to manufacture goods to perpetuate the process of 
production and exporting (selling) goods to other countries.  
 
In France, Colbert instituted an economic system based on the ideas of 
mercantilism. He put tariffs on goods from foreign countries, a 
protectionist measure to help the production of domestic industries. At 
the same time, he promoted the development of New France (which 

roughly corresponds to today's Canada), and made it illegal for colonists of New France to purchase finished products 
from any country except for France. 
 
 
1.) What members of society are feeling the most pressure in France’s mercantilism-based economy? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.) How would you feel about Louis XIV’s government if you were an individual (common person, member of working class, 
etc.) under the absolute rule of Louis XIV? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.) Why do you think people did not rebel or revolt against Louis XIV’s government? 
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LOUIS XIV & HIS RELIGIOUS (SOCIAL) POLICY: “PROTESTANT PERSECUTION” 
 
“THE EDICT OF FONTAINEBLEU” 
        
     It was not only decades of 
warfare that weakened both France 
and its monarch during the latter 
half of Louis XIV’s reign. In 1685, 
Louis, the extremely-devoted 
Catholic king revoked (got rid of) 
the Edict of Nantes, issued by his 
grandfather Henry IV in 1598, 
which had granted freedom of 
worship and other rights to French 
Protestants (known as Huguenots). 
With this revocation, known as the 
“Edict of Fontainebleau”, Louis 
ordered the destruction of 
Protestant churches, the closure of 
Protestant schools and the expulsion of Protestant clergy. Protestants would be barred from assembling and their 
marriages would be deemed non-members of French society. Baptism and education in the Catholic faith would be 
required of all children. 
 
      Roughly 1 million Huguenots (French Protestants) lived in France at the time, and many were artisans or other types 
of skilled workers. Although the Edict of Fontainebleau explicitly forbade Protestants from leaving France, scores of 
people—estimates range from 200,000 to 800,000—fled in the decades that followed, settling in England, Switzerland, 
Germany and the American colonies, among other places. Louis XIV’s act of religious zeal—advised, some have suggested, 
had cost the country a valuable segment of its labor force while drawing the anger of its neighboring Protestant 
Kingdoms, like the powerful England. 
 
 
1.) What is the role of the common person in Louis XIV’s absolutist France? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.) How is absolutism impacting France according to this excerpt? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.) Is Louis XIV’s absolute rule of France effective? Why? 
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LETTER TO LOUIS XIV & HIS GOVERNMENT FROM THE FRENCH INDIVIDUAL 

 
DIRECTIONS: In groups of two, write a letter to Louis XIV from the point of view of an individual member of French 
society under the absolute rule of Louis XIV. You can incorporate past information in addition to the reading excerpts 
above.  
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 

Signed,  
The French Individual 


