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The Old Regime
 The life and institutions of 18th century Europe before 1789 are

known as the Old Regime (ancien regime).

 Politically, the term stood for absolute monarchies, large
bureaucracies, and armies led by aristocrats.

 Economically, the Old Regime was marked by a scarcity of food,
agrarian economy, slow transport, little iron production,
unsophisticated finances, and sometimes commercial overseas
empire.

 The society of pre-revolutionary Europe was traditional and
hierarchical.

– Ranged from governing aristocratic elite to urban middle class and
labor force divided into guilds to a rural peasantry on the edge of
poverty

– Society was corporate and privileged as men were more conscious
of their communal associations and group rights than of individual
liberties.
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Economy of 18th Century
 The economy depended on the land.

– In the west, most living in the countryside were free peasants
– In the east, most were serfs

 Landowners subjected both groups to feudal dues,
services, and strict control often resulting in revolts

– Pugachev’s rebellion (1773 – 1775) involve all of
Southern Russia

– English Game Laws – landowners reserved for
themselves exclusive right to hunt game animals

Emelyan Pugachev (1726–1775) led the largest peasant revolt in
Russian history. In this contemporary propaganda picture he is
shown in chains. An inscription in Russian and German was printed
below the picture decrying the evils of revolution and insurrection.
Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz



Pugachev’s Rebellion
 Pugachev’s Rebellion (or the Cossack Rebellion) of 1774-75 was the

principal revolt in Russia after Catherine II seized power in 1762.

 It began as an organized insurrection of Yaik Cossacks led by Yemelyan
Pugachev, a disaffected ex-lieutenant of the Russian Imperial Army.

 It was fuelled by profound peasant unrest and war with the Ottoman
Empire gaining support from peasants, Cossacks, and Old Believers.

 Pugachev assumed leadership of an alternate government in the name
of the assassinated Peter III
and proclaimed an end to
serfdom.

 Government forces eventually
put down the rebellion and
Pugachev was executed in
Moscow in January 1775.



Social Structure
 Europe's cities grew considerably during the century, although even in

urbanized Britain and France, they seem to have contained less than
twenty percent of the population.

 The cities were not industrial centers, but either market towns,
commerce and financial centers, or capital cities.

 A small group of nobles, rich merchants, bankers, financiers, clergy, and
officials ruled the cities.

 Below them was the prosperous middle class (bourgeoisie), a dynamic
element increasingly resentful of aristocratic monopoly of power and
prestige.

 The largest and poorest group in the city was made up of shopkeepers,
artisans, and wage earners who were generally organized into guilds.

 Even before the French Revolution, members of this lower class often
expressed their political grievances by rioting.



The Aristocracy
 Before 1789, the aristocracy was still the wealthiest and most

influential sector of the population in all countries, although it
differed from place to place.

– Britain's nobility was Europe's smallest, wealthiest, and most
socially responsible, consisting of 400 families with eldest males of
each sitting in the House of Lords (younger sons moved into
commerce, the army, the professions, and the church).

– France's aristocracy was larger and more complex and benefitted
from more legal privileges, especially tax exemption, consisting of
400,000 nobles divided between those “of the sword” and those “of
the robe” (bureaucracy).

– Poland’s szlachta were entirely exempt from taxes after 1741 and
had the power over life and death of their serfs

– In Austria and Hungary, the nobility possessed broad judicial powers
over the peasantry and various degrees of exemption to taxation.



The Aristocracy (cont.)

– In Prussia, after the accession of Frederick the Great in 1740,
the Junker nobles became stronger by supporting war efforts
and working in the bureaucracy; they also had judicial authority
over serfs.

– Russia saw the creation of the nobility through Peter the Great’s
Table of Ranks, which linked state service to social status,
causing the nobles to resist compulsory state service; in 1785, in
the Charter of Nobility, Catherine II legally defined the rights
and privileges of noble men and women in exchange for the
assurance that the nobility would serve the state voluntarily.

 Squeezed between absolutist monarchs and the growing
commercial classes, Europe's nobles tried to reassert their
power throughout the century, a movement termed the
"aristocratic resurgence."



An Aristocratic Couple
Portraits, such as this one of the English landowner, Robert Andrews
and His Wife, by Thomas Gainsborough (1728–1788), contain many

clues to the aristocratic dominance of landed society.



Family Structures
 In preindustrial Europe, the

household was the basic unit
of production and
consumption.

 In northwestern Europe, the
household was usually made
up of a married couple, their
children, and few household
servants.

 Children lived with parents
until the early teens, when
they entered the workforce.

 Eastern European
households were generally
larger, consisting of several
generations.

Happy Family by Louis Le Nain 1642, Louvre, Paris
During the seventeenth century the French Le
Nain brothers painted scenes of French peasant
life. Although the images softened many of the
harsh realities of peasant existence, the clothing
and the interiors were based on actual models and
convey the character of the life of better off French
peasants. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY

Section
2



Family Economy
 Most family members worked

within the family to support the
household.

 Women maintained their parents’
household or that of their
husbands, if married.

 As long as they were productive at
home, they could live at home, but
if a girl’s labor was unneeded on
the family farm, she might find
employment on another farm or
move to a nearby city or town.

 Farm women performed such tasks
as churning butter as well as caring
for children.

Francis Wheatley (RA) (1747–1801)
“Morning,” signed and dated 1799, oil on
canvas, 17 X 21 in. (44.5 X 54.5 cm), Yale
Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection,
USA/Bridgeman Art Library



Pressures of Childbearing and Raising

 Childbearing and raising
children were challenging
ventures.

 An increase in illegitimate
births and unwanted
pregnancies led to
infanticide and child
abandonment.

 Foundling hospitals were
established to deal with
the alarming numbers of
abandoned or unwanted
children.

In the eighteenth century washing linen clothing
by hand was a major task of women servants. J. B.
S. Chardin, “The Washerwoman.” Nationalmuseum
med Prins Eugens Waldemarsudde. Photo: The
National Museum of Fine Arts



Jewish Life in Europe During the 18th Century
 Jews dwelled in most nations without enjoying the rights and

privileges of other subjects.

 They were regarded as a kind of resident alien whose status might be
temporary or changed at the whim of local rulers or the monarchical
government.

 Jews under the Old Regime lived apart from non-Jews in distinct
urban districts called ghettos or in Jewish villages in the countryside.

 Although "court Jews" helped finance the wars of major rulers and
received privileges, the vast majority of the Jewish population of
Europe lived in poverty.

 Under the Old Regime, discrimination was not based on race, but on
religious separateness.

 Jews who remained loyal to their faith were subject to various
religious, civil, and social disabilities.



A Second Agricultural Revolution

Dutch farmers led the way.
They:

 built dikes to reclaim land
from the sea.

 combined smaller fields
into larger ones.

 used fertilizer from
livestock to renew the soil.

The dikes were earthen walls, sometimes reinforced with wood, and covered with
grass. The "polder mills" were used to pump surplus water from low lying fields.
Maintenance of these extensive systems required community effort and helped
the Dutch become the best hydraulic engineers of the day.



The British Agricultural Revolution
 A steady rise in the price of Europe’s food staple, grain,

because of population growth, encouraged a revolution in
agriculture, leading to greater productivity.

 Famous agricultural innovators included:
– Jethro Tull introduced a horse-drawn seed drill in 1701 that

economically sowed the seeds in neat rows, a horse-drawn hoe,
and an iron plough.

– Charles “Turnip” Townsend introduced the four-field –system of
crop rotation and grew turnips, which restored exhausted soil.

– Robert Bakewell was the first to implement systematic selective
breeding of livestock.

 The enclosure system was a controversial innovation that
commercialized agriculture, leaving peasants at a
disadvantage, but increasing farm output.



Improvements in Grain Production
 Improvements in grain production further spurred

population growth
– In 1700, the population of Europe had been 100-120

million

– By 1800, it was about 190 million

– By 1850, the population reached approximately 260
million

 The population explosion placed new demands and
pressures on 18th century society – as did the
industrial revolution in the second half of the
century that sustained economic growth.



A Turning Point in History
The Industrial Revolution was a long, slow, uneven process in
which production shifted from simple hand tools to complex
machines.
 The rural way of life began to disappear.
 Travelers moved rapidly between countries and

continents.
 Country villages grew into towns and cities.
 People bought goods in stores and lived in crowded

apartment buildings.

The Industrial Revolution was made possible by:
 a second agricultural revolution.
 a population explosion.
 the development of new technology.
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The British Industrial Revolution
 The Industrial Revolution might also be called a revolution in

consumption.

 The desire for consumer goods and higher standard of living
fueled the engines of the Industrial Revolution.

 As in agriculture, Britain took the lead in the industrial
revolution due to:
– Rich deposits of coal and iron ore
– A stable political structure
– Consumer demand from the colonies
– A law tax structure
– Relative social mobility

 New methods were developed in the areas of textile
production, the invention of the steam engine, and innovations
in iron production.



Innovations in the Textile Industry
 The textile industry was the first to see innovations:

– Flying shuttle, invented in 1733 by John
Kay, was an improvement to looms that
enabled weavers to weave faster.

– Spinning-jenny invented by James
Hargreaves used eight spindles instead
of one as with the spinning wheel

– Water frame invented in 1768 by
Richard Arkwright was a spinning frame
powered by waterwheels that could
produce stronger threads for yarns.

– Cotton gin invented by the American, Eli
Whitney in 1793



New Technology
New sources of energy, along with new
materials, enabled business owners to
change the way work was done.

AN ENERGY REVOLUTION — During
the 1700s, people began to harness
new sources of energy.
 Thomas Newcomen developed a

steam engine powered by coal.
 James Watt improved on the

steam engine.

IMPROVED IRON — Coal was used to
produce iron, a material needed for
construction of machines and steam
engines.
 The Darby family of England

developed methods to produce
better quality, less expensive iron.

Newcomen's steam powered
atmospheric engine was the first
practical engine. Subsequent
steam engines were to power the
Industrial Revolution



“The Iron Forge,” 1772 (oil on canvas) by Joseph
Wright of Derby (1734–1797)

During the eighteenth
century, most goods were
produced in small
workshops, such as this
iron forge painted by
Joseph Wright of Derby
(1734–1797), or in the
homes of artisans. Not
until very late in the
century, with the early
stages of industrialization,
did a few factories appear.
In the small early
workshops, it would not
have been uncommon for
the family of the owner to
visit, as portrayed in this
painting. Broadlands Trust, Hampshire, UK/Bridgeman Art Library, London



Revolution in Transportation

As production increased, entrepreneurs needed faster
and cheaper methods of moving goods from place to
place.

Turnpikes, or toll roads, canals, stronger bridges, and
upgraded harbors all helped to improve transportation.

The invention of the steam locomotive made possible the
growth of railroads.

Robert Fulton used the steam engine to power the first
steamboat.



Joseph Vernet, “Construction of a Road.”
Eighteenth-century France had some of the best roads in the world, but
they were often built with forced labor. French peasants were required to
work part of each year on such projects. This system, called the corvée, was
not abolished until the French Revolution in 1789.

Louvre, Paris, France. Bridgeman-Giraudon/Art Resource, NY



Impact of Agricultural and Industrial
Revolutions

 The transformation of agriculture and industry
led to changes that diminished the importance
and the role of women already in the work force.

 Women, displaced from farming or spinning
thread, turned to cottage industries, and
thousands became domestic servants of
commercial families.

 The work and workplaces of men and women
were becoming increasingly separate.


