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III. INTERPRETATIONS OF
ENLIGHTENED DESPOTISM
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Based on Louis XIV, not Voltaire
CHARLES MORAZÉ

Charles Morazé (1913– ) professor of history at the École Libre des
Sciences Politiques, is a well-known contemporary French economic and social
historien. Among his several works are an introduction to economic history
and Les Bourgeois Conquerants, a study of the rise of the middle clans. He
approaches enlightened despotism by o study of its economic basis; this leads
him to the conclusion that apparently enlightened policies were really initiated
for the sake of increasing the royal power. He also shows how the despots
borrowed from both France and England certain techniques which underwent
striking changes in purpose when applied to backward central Europe.

T

day by day, they met in their work and
which were framed in terms of the great
economic and political movements of the
eighteenth century. A poet admires a poet,
a philosopher a philosopher. But the admiration of a sovereign tends, by the very
conditions of his life, to go to another sovereign. The rulers took from France the example of Louis XIV and they meditated
upon the reasons for his success. From
England, they learned to create wealth.
While it is truc that the enlightened
despots displayed a lively taste for things
of the mind, this was merely a personal
intellectual attitude, and was little concerned with the diffusion of taste among
their subjects. Joseph II was to pay .. .
for his premature hopes of enlightening
the masses. As for the other despots, they
easilv rationalized away the limitations to
which they would not submit.
The work of the enlightened despots
thus had striking effects upon the material
level. They benefited from the experience

of the enlightened despots
is usuallv presented as the application to governm ent of the philosophical
doctrines from the West, and particularly
from France. The writings of French thinkers were supposed to be the source of the
thoughts which guided the rulers of Prussia, Austria, and Russia in the transformation of the governments which thev inherited. They were the forces which
guided central Europe toward a new desguided
tinV.
We are certainly convinced of the capital
importance of the philosophie ideas which
enriched the eighteenth century. But we
doubt, under the circumstances, that it
played the role generally ascribed to in the
development of enlightened despotism in
central and eastern Europe.
The monarchs were concerned with their
own trade. Thev were primarilv interested
in all the matters which arose from their
own life and their work. They were submerged in the general questions which,
HE WORK
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of France and England. They needed only
to copy the attitudes which had brought
the former to the summit of political power
and the latter to the height of wealth.
This imitation of a past which had proved
itself occupied them more than the creation
of the perfect world imagined by the eighteenth-century French philosophes.
Let us examine the case of Prussia. Frederick die Great intended to give substance
to the idea that it was the dutv of the
prince to strengthen bis state. Thus bis
first care was to provide himself vvith important financial resources, then gather under his control all the forces which might
be useful to him.
The revenues of the Prussian king were
drawn chieflv from his own domain farms.
In each section of the realm these domains
vvere farmed out to a bailiff who had to
keep records of everything that was produced or expended. These accounts were
submitted to a provincial board or college
— the chamber of war, domains and finances. The presidents of these boards corresponded directly with the king. They
were also responsible to the General Directory in Berlin, which included also the chief
privy councillors and ministers. This General Directory held valuable cards — the
complete records of the economy of the
royal domains. It could bring about an increase in the rents for the farms, or lower
them if bailiffs were hard to recruit. This
extreme flexibiiity allowed them to give
maximum service to the royal possessions.
This important source of income for the
treasury, which was perhaps one-eighth of
the royal income, was so well organized
because . . . the king was all-powerful on
his domains. In addition, in the towns the
king received a service tax levied proportional to income from property and wages.
While this tax produced Little, the excise
taxes charged on the sale of merchandise
produced a great deal, a fifth of the royal
revenue. These taxes appear to have been
levied chiefly upon beverages. It seems
that they vvere also reimbursed when the
merchandise passed through the towns in

transit. This Ilexibility which was so useful
to commerce doubtless was due to the vigor
with which the towns defended their economic interests. Finally, tolls and customs
supplied an important revenue equal to
about a third of the preceding taxes. . . .
It was, in effect, based upon an agreement
between tax collectors and merchants, who
might otherwise have succumbed to the
heavy real taxes which were especially
notable in the Rhineland.
In the open countryside a contribution,
or head tax was levied according to a system
which had been perfected over several
reigns and codified by Grumbkow. This
revenue was important and about a third
of the total, and was administered very
wisely. The lands were registered in a list
— a cadastre — which divided them into
three categories, which were again divided
into sections: good, mediocre and bad farmland; good and bad meadows; good, mediocre, and bad forest. The changes in land
classification, which was very favorable for
the treasury, were made by land clearing
and improvement, which was encouraged
by granting exemptions.
Only the head tax was subject to exemp
tions for those who served the king; othe
payed according to their state in life. B
this was a tax of rather small yield.
To these old or reorganized tax righ
was added a nevv resource, the salt tax. I
was easy for Frederick William I to
tablish this, since all the sait in Prussi
came from the mines of Hall and Unna
Westphalia. A minister of state had char
of them. There were also privileged sal
mines in Pomerania, but these were for
bidden to sell sait below the royal price,
Frederick the Great took over all this or
ganization and placed its administratio
under Frenchmen. Frenchmen also d
veloped further die production and sale o
tobacco which Frederick had reserved fo
himself in 1765.
The main part of the king's resources
were of agricultural origin, just as in con
temporary France, but the rulers of centra
Europe had the advantage of holding ag-
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riculture in their own hands. The king was
the absolute ruler of a large part of the
land and of his subjects. Moreover, he was
their landlord. The less individual ownerslip of property developed, the stronger
was the state. The doctrines favorable to
individual property which developed in
France and of which Voltaire vvas the
notable champion, could only be disagreeable to Frederick the Great. On the other
hand technical improvements which improved the productivity of the soif and the
work of the agronomists enormously interested him because they contributed to enlarge his wealth. Thus Frederick busied
himself with an Academy of Sciences,
while dealing contemptuously with the
philosophes, because the Academy at that
time was really an Academy of Technology
which enriched him.
At the same time he ordered villages and
tenant farms which had disappeared to be
reconstructed. He built new villages along
the banks of the rivers which he had dammed, whose floods, so invigorating to the
soif, had previously driven men from the
land. He assisted the new settlers with
lumber to build their homes, by helping
them to acquire cattle, and by freeing them
for a time from taxes and military service.
Thus thousands of families were settled on
the Netze and Warthe rivers, and soon the
Oder and the Elbe, as well as the swamps
of Magdeburg, Potsdam and Dromling,
were the objects of the same solicitude. It
is estimated that Frederick's intense activity after the Peace of Hubertusberg, in
which he invested annually millions of
ecus with no immediate return, resulted
in the settlement of tens of thousands of
families. And what he did himself he
pledged certain landlords to do, especially
in Pomerania, and he lent them money
at love interest.
All this activity is explained by the fact
that the king was the greatest landlord of
the kingdom (he owned one-third of it).
He intended to remain a landlord, and to
benefit personally from all the advantages
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of the agricultural progress which
strove to promote.
This explains his attitude. He was like
the landlord of an enormous farm run by
his tenants. He secured for little or no expense the planting of alfalfa, clover and
lupine, reimbursed those who planted useful trees (especially the mulberry) and
purchased massive amounts of cattle. He
was also acting like a landlord when he established immense storehouses of vvheat
everywhere which he filled in good years
and emptied in times of scarcity, thereby
establishing managed reserves.
True, on this point the good French
philosophes began to look askance. These
storehouses resembled monopolv terribly,
and were opposed to the principle of free
circulation of trade. While praised for his
other activities, he was somewhat criticized
in this matter. Moreover, did not these reserves also conceal disturbing military ambitions? This line of criticism sometimes
went further. They reproached the king
for failing to profit from his position as
landlord of the realm to bring about a great
redistribution of the land that would encourage small or middle-sized peasants. AIl
the followers of Voltaire, for whom free
property was the source of wealth, began
to become indignant.
On the other hand, the more realistic
Arthur Young had a better comprehension
of Prussian policy. It was not the king's
intention to create a better Society but a
strong state. This strong state supposed
stocks of food supplies. That strong state
required a full treasury, and the king
earned more from his farms and bailiffs
than he would have from developing small
land holdings. Young also added that the
individual peasant farrned the land less
rationall y. It was the bailiffs, hence the
king, who benefited from enclosures, which
Frederick the Great encouraged, along the
fines of western technology but benefiting
the state rather than the individual.
Thus enormous advantages were secured
for the Prussian monarchy. It legislated
like Louis XIV, but it had better possession
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of its lands and subjects. In France and
England property rights had developed to
the detriment of the sovereign's rights, but
here they developed for the benefit of the
state. The backward character of the eastern European economy was of great use to
Frederick, because its development secured
his power and not the growth of a new
society.
This main consideration explains the
strength of the Prussian armv. The king
had an armed force of 200,000 combatants,
always ready to march. Half of his soldiers
were the sons of peasants and dav laborers
who were trained intensivelv in the spring
but then returned to cultivate the soit.
. .. The other half was composed of
foreigners, whose regiments were garrisoned in the toviins. The troops only exercised their military functions tvvice a week.
On other davs they sought work and found
it easily. Foreign soldiers could marre; thev
were encouraged to do so, become subjects,
and settle in the country. . . . If they did
not work on farms, the soldiers, especially
foreigners, worked in the towns in industry.
They thus appear to have been engaged
in useful activity. The king could .. .
militarize this activity. As master of the
factories, he was able w direct them toward
equipping the army.
Thus the king was led to take industry
into his own hands as he had done to
riculture. Everywhere, especially at Berlin
and Potsdam, Frederick the Great established factories which began to export. He
gave them monetary advances and privilecres
- He established warehouses to store
raw materials and negotiated trade agreements to secure foreign markets. His factories were rarely devoted to luxury goods,
despite his efforts to develop silk and porcelain manufactures, which did not exist
before his reign. What he desired most of
ail was to develop linen and cotton works,
which were useful for uniforms. After the
Seven Years War he furthered mining and
ironworks. He was particularly interested
in the Mark of Brandenburg and Silesia,
despite the low yield of their mines and

factories. The export of textiles, among
other things, compensated for the king's
need to import metals from other countries.
Thus, because he was the landlord of his
kingdom, the King of Prussia had at his
disposai an economy that was entirelv at
the service of the great idea of the reign:
victorious wars. . . .
We should be under no illusions; no
reform in Europe was due to the thought
of the philosophes. Frederick II mocked
Voltaire, Rousseau and the Phvsiocrats
when he desired arsenals, filled his storebouses with grain or distributed cattie and
seed. Catherine merelv flirted with them,
and the good Joseph who took their talk
seriousiv was nearly led to his complete
ruin. Nothing in the real or concrete institutions of Europe owed anything to the
France of the eighteenth century; they
owed almost everything to the France of
the seventeenth century.
And the rest was from England. We
have not discussed here in detail the machines of ail kinds which filled the workshops and factories — thev were often German but more frequently English. But
above ail (and it was a capital innovation
for these countries which lacked mines of
precious metals which had difficult or restricted connections with the Atlantic) they
thought about England and its monetary
system. State banks wereestablished everymlere which gave the same kind of service
to the sovereign as the Bank of England
rendered to its government. All these rulers
had a great advantage over the kings of
England. They did not have, except in
Austria, and there to a much lesser degree,
a large and powerful political opinion to
fear, which would be capable of discrediting their money, as . . . a way of expressing lacé of credit in the sovereign. Russians believed in the bank note because
they worshipped their Czar, white the English chose their king as a sign of the confidence which they placed in their monev.
The enlightened despots were thus more
fortunate than Louis XIV in being able to
create a monetary instrument before their
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countries attained the conditions which
would have naturally given birth to it.
They were thereby in advance of public
opinion, and were able to use the financial
instrument . . . against it.
The bank note was the vehicle of psychological forces. It was believed in because it had been believed in. It would
continue to be believed in tomorrow although it served a policy which was detested, because it had been believed in
previously on the word of a crown that was
respected. Thus the enlightened despots
accrued a store of confidence, in the form
of monev of a kind from which they could
profit, and which would effectively serve
them in the difficult vears to follow.
How much more fortunate they were
than Louis XIV! He might have created
a bank and bank notes at the height of his
reign and the adoration of his people would
have accepted it. This would also have
been truc of Henry IV who thought of a
bank, but .was too unsophisticated and did
not realize what a thing he was disdaining.
The imprudent Regent, clever as he was,
ruined everything by his blindness.
Thus, while the despots throughout the
continent were accumulating treasure
through the naive simplicity of their people
.. . France gave manifest proof that a
bank might be the worst instrument of
royal arbitrariness. Instead of calling upon
public opinion to support his designs, he
antagonized it.
Thus while monarchies were consolidating themselves elsewhere, the French monarchy cut itself off from its economic roots,
like an oak about to be felled. If France
no longer gave to the world realistic models,
but merely a veneer of ideas, it was because
the body politic of the old monarchy was
decaying from within and dying from lack
of sap.
But was this thought always w remain
a veneer? Were there not other institutions
in France alongside of the vanishing monarchical body prepared to support a state
with a different balance? And in Europe,
would the other princes continue to mock

61

this thought? Did they not have their
own fields which in spite of them were
preparing to bear fruit? If continental
Europe remained at a stage where its political ideas derived more from the example of
Louis XIV than from die thought of the
eighteenth century, was that not a reason
to think that the time would come when
the French thought of the eighteenth century would be used for something more
Chan preambles to proclamations?
This was one of the dramas of the western mind at the end of the eighteenth century, and reform was a completely integral
part of the objective values of French philosophie thought. If French philosoph y had
been only a declaration, it would have
been only the varnish with which Frederick, Catherine and Maria Theresa covered
their own attitudes — just as the stylish
furniture of the period was covered with
varnish. The good Joseph was the victim
of the ideas of the philosophes for having
seen their solid virtues.
But possibly this philosophy would not
have been fatal to Joseph had it not been
applied too soon. Possiblv it had destructive powers which Frederick and Maria
Theresa had to be quick in deriding, because they soon would have no time left to
do so.
But there was a second drama of the
west. All the powers studied here resembled each other in many ways, the greatest
being their imitation of Louis XIV. From
England they borrowed techniques, but not
methods of government. They inverted
these techniques, one might say, by putting
them to a very different use from the one
which gave them birth across the channel.
In England public opinion created the
Bank of England and established its bank
notes. In eastern Europe the bank note
duped public opinion for the profit of a
bank which was essentially nothing more
than an extension of the royal treasury.
Thus a division was being prepared between continental Europe and maritime
Europe; it was the old quarrel between the
land and the sea.

