
  

HIST4330 Absolutism and Enlightenment in Europe 1648-1789 / Fall 2014 
Dr. Morris.  W 6:30-9:20, WH115.  Office hours: T 2-3:30 and by appointment. 
Office: WH 265. Phone: 940-565-4216.  E-mail: mmorris@unt.edu 
 
DESCRIPTION: 

An investigation into the origins, nature, and significance of the eighteenth-century 
European enlightenments.  Topics include the impact of religion on domestic and international 
politics; the rise of commerce; the impact of overseas exploration and colonization; the 
challenges to absolute monarchy; cults of leadership; the role of the family; the conditions of 
everyday life among the various ranks in society; developments in science, medicine, and 
philosophy; sexuality and the construction of gender; institutions of sociability; and 
contemporary anti-Enlightenment movements, particularly romanticism and nationalism. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 

Students should gain a sound understanding of major events in Europe from the Peace 
of Westphalia (sometimes earlier when necessary) to the outbreak of the French Revolution, 
and develop valuable analytical skills by reading and interpreting primary sources. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS: 
 John Merriman, A History of Modern Europe (Norton), volume 1, 3rd edn. 
 Margaret C. Jacob, The Enlightenment: A Brief History with Documents (St. Martin’s) 
 
REQUIREMENTS: 

midterm exam = 25% final exam = 35% (makeup exams, only for genuine emergencies, 
must be arranged before 8:00pm on the test day; the exams will differ in form and content).  
Participation, including attendance, quality contributions to class discussion, possible pop 
reading quizzes that can be administered at any time during the class period (no makeups), and 
optional essays = 40%.  I will silently deduct credit every time I see you distracting yourself with 
electronic devices, even held under your desk, while class is in session.  Students who act 
discourteously by habitually leaving the room or conducting personal conversations while class 
is in session also will lose points on participation.  Turn off cell phones. 

If you miss class, it is your responsibility to obtain notes from a classmate. 
Plagiarism (handing in as your own work material copied verbatim from any book, the 

Internet, or another student) can result in a failing grade and disciplinary action.  
I reserve the right to revise the syllabus as the need arises and have no obligation to 

excuse students from requirements due to work or vacation schedules. 
Grade of Incomplete: given only after completion of at least ¾ of the coursework, 

regular attendance, and informing the instructor of a dire emergency in a timely manner. 
 
THE OPTIONAL ESSAYS: 
 If you do not like to speak in class, have examination anxiety (I can relate to both of 
these!), or are planning on applying to graduate school and wish to work on your analytical and 
writing skills, for participation credit you may write a one-page, single-spaced essay based on 
one of the discussion questions set for the weeks in which a primary-source document from the 
Jacob reader has been assigned.  These must be handed in at the beginning of class on the day 
that the primary-source text will be discussed.  These essays also will be helpful in your 
preparation for the exams.  And if there is a pop quiz that day, you will be prepared! 
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A NOTE ON THE PRIMARY SOURCES: 
 You will find unfamiliar words in these documents and familiar words used in unfamiliar 
ways.  Use the Oxford English Dictionary, available online via the UNT Library website, to trace 
the way particular words have changed meaning over time.  Also, be sure to study the maps in 
your textbooks in order to reinforce your understanding of how geography affected relations 
between the different countries of Europe. 
 
ADA Statement: 

The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students 
with disabilities.  Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of 
Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility.  If a disability is verified, the ODA will 
provide you with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private 
discussion regarding your specific needs in a course.  You may request accommodations at any 
time, however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the 
semester to avoid any delay in implementation.  Note that students must obtain a new letter of 
accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to 
implementation in each class.  For additional information see the Office of Disability 
Accommodation website at www.unt.edu/oda.  You may also contact them by phone at 
940.565.4323. 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE (Readings should be completed before the class for which they are assigned): 
 
8/27.  The origins of absolute monarchy: If you miss class or if you want more detail about the 
ideas, events, and persons discussed today, use the index in Merriman to locate information on 
the Protestant Reformation, Catholic Counter-Reformation and sixteenth-century Wars of 
Religion.  Try to build a picture of the countries involved in the Thirty Years’ War and their 
interests.  Study the maps and think of the ways in which geography affects state development 
and relations among different territories. 
 
9/3.  The decline of Spain and the rise of France.  Come to class having read Merriman, pp. 198-
207, 242-61. 
 
9/10.  England’s constitutional monarchy and the early Enlightenment.  Merriman, 208-31; 
Jacob, 1-15, 73-93.  Questions for discussion:  On what philosophical principles does Locke’s 
education plan rest?  Do you see any parallels between his suggested reforms in child-rearing 
and the political changes in England during the second half of the seventeenth century? 
 
9/17.  Louis XIV’s enemies: the Houses of Orange and Habsburg.  Merriman, 231-41, 261-5. 
 
9/24.  Louis XIV’s wars and religious strife.  Merriman, 277-83; Jacob, 15-20, 33-43, 94-114.  
Judging by the account that the authors of the Three Imposters give of the origins of religion and 
the motives they ascribe to Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, what were they suggesting about 
the relation between religion and politics in the late seventeenth century? 
 
10/1.  Prussia and Russia: different paths.  Merriman, 265-77. 
 
10/8.  Religion, science, and culture.  Merriman, chapter 8; Jacob, 20-22, 27-33. 
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10/15. Midterm Exam, 6:30-8:30. 
 
10/22.  The Enlightenment project.  Merriman, 312-36; Jacob, 22-27, 137-56.  French aristocratic 
women had salons; what do Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s letters suggest about the intellectual 
outlets available to elite English women?  What do her letters reveal about the nature and 
purpose of travel writing?  How would you characterize her interpretations of the different 
cultures she experienced? 
 
10/29.  Enlightened absolutism.  Merriman, 336-48; Jacob, 59-65, 156-9, 202-8.  Compare and 
contrast Diderot’s and Kant’s conceptions of the Enlightenment and the role of public debate.  
For Kant, what was the difference between the public and private use of reason?  To what 
degree do you think the socio-political climates of France and Prussia shaped their attitudes? 
 
11/5.  Society and economics.  Merriman, ch. 10; Jacob 43-6, 50-55, 160-76.  In idealizing the 
Tahitians, how does Diderot expose what he sees as the irrational aspects of European religion, 
economics, and gender politics?  Do you see any similarities between his and Lady Mary Wortley 
Montagu’s critiques of social mores? 
 
11/12.  War and diplomatic revolution.  Merriman, 386-404; Jacob, 55-59, 177-201.  How did 
Rousseau’s philosophy of government differ from the enlightened absolutism embraced by 
many philosophes? 
  
11/19.  Britain versus France.  Merriman, 404-23; Jacob, 46-50, 114-37.  Precisely what abuses in 
France was Voltaire targeting in his account of English religion, politics, society, and economics?  
Do his interpretations of historical figures and events accord with yours?  How did this work 
promote a particular definition of the Enlightenment? 
 
11/26.  TBA. 
  
12/3.  Imperialism, instability, and revolution.  Merriman, 423-78; Jacob, 65-72, 208-19.  Why 
didn’t Mendelssohn’s notion of religious toleration extend to atheists?  What case does he make 
against the philosophy of self-love as the wellspring of virtue?  Compare and contrast his notion 
of the relation between church and state with Rousseau’s notion of civic religion. 
 
12/10. Final examination, 6:30-8:30. 


