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    CHAPTER I. THE PEOPLE AND THE OLD RÉGIME
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    THE CLOSE OF THE SEVEN Years’ War brought only a lull in the great conflicts of the eighteenth century, and yet for a time men seemed less influenced by dynastic quarrels, and their attention was centered upon questions of social and political reconstruction. The policies of rulers were affected by these newer interests. They tried to make an end of crying abuses, or at least to simplify their administrative systems and to remove troublesome obstacles to the exercise of their authority. In the last years of the century the timid plans of monarchical reform in France were thrust aside by a popular revolution which aimed to reorganize society according to the principle of equality. The same principle of reorganization was carried beyond the ancient frontiers of France when war broke out and victorious French armies sought to enlarge the borders of the nation or to impose the national institutions upon dependent peoples. Before the period closed with the downfall of Napoleon and the settlement of 1815, these two forces of monarchical reform and revolutionary action had worked many changes in the structure of European society.

    No brief description of the characteristic features of the old régime can be made altogether satisfactory, because within the limits of a single country, or even of a province, there existed such baffling diversity. Although the proportions of truth are difficult to fix, the impression grows irresistible that the classifications of men in the eighteenth century were outworn, rigid, and unfair, and that those who labored on the farm or in the shop were seriously hampered by restrictions laid upon them by law and custom. When Rousseau declared in 1762 that “Man is born free and is everywhere in chains,” the second part of his statement was sufficiently exact in the economic and the larger social sense. The population of Europe was still mainly rural and its principal occupation was agriculture. Nine-tenths of the French people lived in the country or in small towns. Lyons was the only city besides Paris which had over one hundred thousand inhabitants. In Germany Berlin had just passed the one hundred thousand mark. Birmingham and Manchester, the great manufacturing centers of England, which now have a population of over five hundred thousand, had about thirty thousand. The inventions which created the modern factory system and have filled the towns with throngs of artisans had not been made. Industry was carried on much as it had been for generations.

    In the country there were only two classes, lords and peasants. A middle class hardly existed except in England. In some parts of Europe the relations of lord and peasant were as primitive as on an English or French manor of the twelfth century. In Hungary the peasant could not even own land. He was in a sense the property of the noble and his rights were not recognized by law. Within the kingdom of Naples it is said that a thousand kinds of feudal dues might still be levied. Even where, as in France, a new social order had for centuries been displacing the feudal system, feudal survivals were apparent on every side in the structure of rural society. Nor was it a question merely of quitrents and other dues. The possession of a noble estate usually carried with it some governmental authority. The lord might be to all intents and purposes a petty sovereign or he might retain merely shreds of his former powers. Absolute rulers did not always interfere with the local sovereignty of their nobles. The kings of Prussia, for example, did not venture to curtail the powers which the lords exercised over their peasants.

    Many of the nobles in France could hardly be said to belong to the rural population, because they usually resided in Paris or Versailles. They found life far from the sunshine of royal favor unendurable, and many of them could not pay their expenses without the aid of gifts and pensions. The religious wars of the sixteenth century had uprooted them from the soil, and Louis XIV had sought to increase the splendor of his Court by insisting upon their presence. He also hoped in this way to cure them of the rebellious mood into which they had fallen during the regency of Marie de’ Medici and during the Fronde.

    By the middle of the eighteenth century the court nobles formed a class of absentee landlords. Their estates were left in the hands of stewards, whose success was measured by the amount of dues they extracted from the peasantry. The ideal of efficiency appealed to these stewards as to the other administrative officials of the time. They examined the seigniorial records containing statements of rights of lord or peasant in forests and common lands and of the dues which the peasant owed, in order that no part of their master’s heritage might be lost by neglect or through patriarchal tenderness in enforcing collection. It seemed as if a feudal reaction were taking place.

    Still later in the century a fashion was adopted which promised to correct the evil of absentee landlordism. The nobles imitated the English custom of spending several months every year in the country. Arthur Young, the English traveler, noted in his journal in September, 1787, that “at this time of the year and for many weeks past, Paris is, comparatively speaking, empty. Everybody that have country-seats are at them; and those who have none visit others who have. This remarkable revolution in French manners is certainly one of the best customs they have taken from England.” The change, however, came too late to give the greater nobles any firm hold on the affections of the people or any large influence in local affairs.

    Among the lesser or provincial nobles there were many who lived habitually on their estates, absorbed by the cares of country gentlemen. The Marquis de Mirabeau, the father of the more famous Count de Mirabeau, was one. These nobles were not rich, but neither were they poor. They were on good terms with the peasants, and if their position in the community was not altogether satisfactory, it was through no fault of their own. There were also many nobles whose income raised them scarcely above the situation of the neighboring peasants. Arthur Young heard of nobles in southern France who were obliged to live on twenty-five louis a year. In 1789 several Poitevin nobles came to their electoral assembly dressed as peasants and without money enough to pay their bills at the inn.

    The noble’s position was weak because his powers as seignior, mere remnants of what he once possessed, made him the principal creditor of his community, rather than its ruler, and, thereby, its natural leader and protector. The seigniorial court, where once the noble dispensed justice as a sovereign without appeal, possessed only a shadow of its former authority. The cases brought before it were chiefly fiscal, disputes between the seignior and the peasants about rights and dues, the obligations of lord and tenant. Other services which the medieval noble had rendered to the community had suffered a similar transformation. He had caused a mill to be built, and had provided a wine-press and a bakery or public oven. He also maintained a market and was often responsible for the local roads and ferries. Now these services had become privileges, giving him the sole right to let the contracts for grinding grain, pressing grapes, and baking bread. In his name tolls were charged on the roads and at the ferries and dues in the market-place. It was as seignior again, not as landlord in the narrow sense, that the noble could levy a cens or quitrent and other dues upon the peasant owners or renters of land within his jurisdiction. All these rights he prized as the basis of his social superiority. He would not have consented to abandon them for a sum equal to the capitalized value of their annual revenue. As the royal government did not usually entrust him with local administrative duties, he had little or no opportunity to gain political leadership. His social position and his financial privileges, therefore, lacked the ordinary means of defense.

    If the position of the French noble was weak, that of the peasant was wretched. He has been called by Taine the “beast of burden “ of the old régeme. His miseries sprang from no single cause. They were due to the system of landholding, the weight of taxation, and to the backward state of agriculture. Only a million and a half peasants, and perhaps fewer, chiefly in the eastern and northeastern provinces, were serfs; the other nine- teen or twenty million were owners of their farms, or renters, or agricultural laborers. In France more than in any other country of Europe the peasant was an owner of the soil. His ownership, however, was still burdened with charges, which were a heritage from the feudal system, for the country was covered by a network of noble or ecclesiastical seigniories. Nevertheless, the peasant who could sell, bequeath, or mortgage his property must be described as its owner. In this sense there were multitudes of peasant proprietors. They held nearly one-half of all the farm land. In some parts of the south they owned still more. In the north their share was smaller, falling as low as thirty-three per cent. in a few places. The nobles owned from fifteen to twenty per cent., the middle class of the towns about as much, and the clergy considerably less. Besides the peasant proprietors there were many other peasants who cultivated the land for a part, usually half, of the produce, and who were furnished with house, half of the stock, and seeds. There were also prosperous peasants who rented large farms, especially in the north and northwest.

    The feudal or seigniorial charges were vexatious rather than heavy. In addition to the cens or ground rent, the peasant had to pay dues called the champart or terrrage, which amounted to a small percentage of the produce of the farm. These dues varied greatly throughout the country in name and character. Other dues commonly called lods et ventes, which must be paid if the land was sold, sometimes took as much as a third of the selling price and decreased the market value of the land. The seignior could offer the price and take the land, a possibility which also lessened its value. In one respect the situation of the peasants had distinctly improved. The right of the nobles to require personal labor had either been exchanged for a small money payment or had fallen into disuse. Even the money payments were growing less, because the value of money was steadily decreasing.

    The greatest curse of the countryside was the hunting privileges, which except in a few regions belonged exclusively to the nobles. Restrictions were placed by law and custom upon the methods of agriculture, in order that the game might not lack for food. The nobles could ride across the growing crops. In many places the lord’s pigeons were a pest. These evils were greatest in about four hundred leagues of territory treated as royal hunting preserves and called capitaineries. D’Argenson, one of Louis XV’s ministers, wrote in his diary in 1753 that the inhabitants of “Fontainebleau no longer sow their land, the fruits and grain being eaten by deer, stags, and other game.” Arthur Young, after a ride through the forest of Chantilly, which belonged to the Prince of Condé, remarked: “They say the capitainerie, or paramountship, is above 100 miles in circumference. That is to say, all the inhabitants for that extent are pestered with game without permission to destroy it, in order to give one man diversion.” Seeing another princely estate he said: “Great lords love too much an environ of forest, boars, and huntsmen, instead of marking their residence by the accompaniment of neat and well-cultivated farms, clean cottages, and happy peasants.”

    The tithe which the Church demanded of the peasants was collected less rigorously than in England. It amounted to about a thirteenth of the produce. But as the things in which it should be paid were often specified, it restricted the freedom of the peasantry and was one of the causes of the backward state of agriculture. Moreover, the income often went to non-resident clergy or to nobles, while the parish priest was left to starve on a few hundred livres a year.

    It was neither the feudal noble nor the Church, but the State which was principally responsible for the peasant’s heavy burden. His load of taxation was constantly increased, although privileges and exemptions were distributed with lavish hand to other classes. The evil was partly historical in its origin. The principal direct tax was the taille, which nominally fell upon non-noble persons in proportion to their ability to pay, whether their income was from agriculture or industry. The nobles were exempt because the tax originated in feudal times when they rendered military service to the King. The clergy as ministers of the altar were also exempt. In a few regions the tax rested on the land, rather than on the occupiers, and there a lord who occupied land classified as “peasant” was obliged to pay the tax. Peasants who rented land from the nobles were not exempt from the taille, although they were not taxed as high as peasant owners. The tax should have been paid by the townsmen as well as the peasants, but many of the towns were exempt, while others compounded for the tax by the payment of lump sums which they collected under the form of tolls or octrois. Thousands of individuals who held office were also exempt as a matter of privilege. The exemption of most of those whose voices counted in the formation of public opinion made the task of reformers difficult. When the government needed more money, the ministers instead of attempting to equalize the burdens of the tax, increased the amount the long-suffering peasants were forced to pay.

    Two other direct taxes, the capitation or poll tax and an income tax called the twentieths, or vingtièmes, also were collected chiefly from the peasants. The great majority of the peasants paid the capitation not as a separate tax, but as an addition to the taille, increasing it by about fifty per cent. In the case of nobles, magistrates, and townsmen the assessment was light. When the first vingtième was established, the government intended that it should amount to five per cent. of the taxpayer’s income, and that it should be paid by the privileged classes as well as by the common people. To render the levy more exact the sources of income were classified in separate schedules, and officials were appointed whose business it was to verify personal declarations of revenue. But the clergy, the nobles, and the judges sought on all occasions to defeat such attempts to equalize the burdens of taxation. The clergy purchased exemption both from this and the capitation by offering at the time of the first levy an unusually large “free gift.” They made the “free gift” every five years, which was equivalent to about four millions annually, while a single twentieth of their income would have been over five millions.

    The question has often been asked, What part of the peasant’s net income was absorbed by the three direct taxes? In Taine’s opinion they took fifty-three per cent. This appears to be much exaggerated. The taille was supposedly levied on the net income of the peasant after the expenses of cultivation were paid, but as there were no statistics according to which such an estimate could be made the principle remained almost purely theoretical.

    The evils which sprang from the management of the levy were even more oppressive than the size of the burden. This was especially true of the taille. The total amount was arbitrarily fixed each year by the King’s council, and it was repeatedly increased until 1780, when Necker, director general of the finances, persuaded the King to declare that it should never be more than one hundred and six million livres. Until that time, great as the individual peasant’s burden might be, he had no assurance that it would not be increased in a year or two. The method of assessment and collection vexed the peasant with dangers still closer at hand. This task rested with the peasants themselves. All, the ignorant as well as the capable, were forced to take their turn at the ruinous duty, and obliged to obtain the amount assigned to the parish. In case of delay they were compelled to advance the money out of their own pockets. They were tempted to be lenient with their friends, harsh with their enemies, and timid toward the rich and influential. The only way in which a peasant could lighten the burden of taxation was by assuming the appearance of poverty or by making difficulties about paying.

    The system of the indirect taxes was equally vicious. In the collection of these the country was not treated as a single whole, but was broken up into regions, some of which had valuable privileges and exemptions. The method of collecting the salt tax, which was a government monopoly, illustrates the evils of the system. One-third of the country, the north central provinces, the region of the granges gabelles, paid two-thirds of the tax. There was a region of the petites gabelles where the rate was smaller, and still other “redeemed” or “free” districts. As Brittany was “free” and yet bordered on the region of the grandes gabelles, salt on the one side of the line cost from two to three livres a hundred pounds and on the other side from fifty- six to fifty-eight livres. The inevitable consequence was smug gling, for the venturesome trader could carry salt across the frontier, sell it for a third of the government price, and still make an enormous profit. The expense of guarding the borders increased the cost of collecting the tax. In certain regions the amount which each family must use was fixed at seven pounds for each person seven years of age, and this at a time when salt cost in the region of the grandes gabelles about twelve cents a pound, without allowing for the difference in the value of money.

    The peasants were required to work from eight to forty days upon the highways. This was called the royal corvée, and it was in effect a direct tax collected at a time and in a way which often interfered with the care of the crops. Arthur Young said the French roads would have filled him with admiration had he not known of the abominable corvées, which made him commiserate the “oppressed farmers, from whose extorted labour this magnificence has been wrung.”

    French agriculture, like all European agriculture before the latter part of the eighteenth century, clung to methods centuries old. The tools were almost as primitive as in the days of the Romans and the Egyptians. There was no attempt to improve the species of grains or vegetables or to fertilize the soil. The culture of the vine alone had reached a high degree of development. Most of the domestic animals were inferior in size and quality. Draught horses and driving horses were an exception. Horse-racing was introduced in 1756 in imitation of the English. As yet there was little demand for beef, the poor not being able to buy it and the rich preferring venison or fish. To save the soil from becoming exhausted the peasant left a third or even a half of it fallow every year. The sale of grain, which was the principal crop, was hampered by the restrictions which the government threw about the grain trade. There were, nevertheless, reasons for hopefulness. Enlightened noblemen, like the Duke de Liancourt, a friend of Arthur Young, were intensely interested in making improvements. Many agricultural societies were formed, and a school of writers called the Physiocrats arose, which contended that real increase in wealth comes only from land.

    The peasant had one resource beyond his agriculture. Mechanical industries were not rigidly restricted to the towns, but were carried on in the country, so that the peasant whose plot of ground would not support his family might become a spinner, a weaver, or a cutler, or pursue some trade connected with rural life. As he competed with other men working in their homes or their shops in the cities, and not with a highly organized group of employees as in modern factories, his trade might furnish his principal support while his farm or garden was secondary in importance.

    The burdens of the French peasant appear lighter when compared with the load carried by many of the German peasants, especially by those living east of the Elbe. Here the rights of the nobles did not have the sanction of antiquity, as in France, for until money replaced barter and personal services were transformed into perpetual rent charges the German peasant had been usually a free man, cultivating his share of the village lands or occupying a farm, the rent of which he paid in produce or in labor. When the noble ceased to be a knight obliged to furnish military aid to his territorial prince, he found it to his advantage to transform his ancient prerogatives into the rights of a seigniorial landed proprietor. Then, because he had the power, and because the territorial prince was more concerned with establishing his own position as a sovereign than with the condition of the peasants, he frequently added new rights to the old, until, by the eighteenth century, the peasant nearly everywhere in Germany, had sunk into the condition of a dependent or subject of the noble, possessing few of the ordinary privileges of the free farmer.

    The situation of the German peasant varied in the different provinces or states. In the valleys of the Rhine and the Main, in central Germany, on the slopes of the Alps, and in the Austrian duchies, not much actual serfdom existed, although the peasants were subject to dues and services. In the Prussian provinces of Cleves and Mark most of the peasants were free, while in other Prussian provinces west of the Elbe they had lost their freedom, and were subject to burdensome dues such as the heriot, which, at the peasant’s death, gave half his personal property to the lord. But it was east of the Elbe  –  in Prussia proper, in Pomerania, and in the duchies of Mecklenburg  –  that serfdom was most widely extended. When Stein traveled through Mecklenburg, as late as 1802, he found “the whole laboring class under the pressure of serfdom,” and the abode of the nobleman seemed to him “as the lair of a wild beast, who desolates everything round him and surrounds himself with the silence of the grave.” 

    Within the states of the King of Prussia the peasants on the royal domains were better off than the others, for the King’s right over his property would support him in an attempt to im prove their condition, even against the protest of lease-holders. But the lords would invoke the same principle of property, if the King attempted to introduce changes in the condition of the peasants on their domains. The peasant could not be sure of being permitted to retain his farm nor did he possess the right to transmit his land to his heirs. The lord could select the son who should succeed to the farm. If the tenant was old or feeble, or incapable of cultivating his land, the lord might compel him to cede it to another more likely to fulfil the duties of a dependent. Without the lord’s consent the peasant could not sell the land, nor put it in pledge, nor even borrow. There was danger also that the lords would use the power of eviction as a means of enlarging their own domains at the expense of the peasant. The result would be a reduction of the peasant population.

    At this point the Prussian monarchs asserted their right of protection, in order to be sure of having recruits for the army. Frederick William I issued a decree guaranteeing the peasants of Prussia and Pomerania a better tenant right, but he required from them the promise not to leave their farms nor send away their children, and he made no change in their customary obligations. The decree was not carried out, even on the royal domains, for the local officials, many of whom belonged to the nobility, felt that it endangered their rights. Nevertheless, the monarchs were successful in preventing the nobles from adding much peasant land to their estates, insisting that if a peasant family was evicted, another should be found to take the vacant place. The peasant who was a soldier enjoyed in a special way the royal protection. Although he spent a large part of the year in time of peace on the lord’s domain, he could not be treated tyrannically because he was in a sense the King’s man.

    The German peasant was worse off than the French peasant in the amount of personal work he must perform for the lord or for renters of estates belonging to the royal domain. The situation in the Prussian territories was not uniform, but it was frequently the case that the peasant was not protected even by custom against an increase in the demands upon him. In addition, his children were liable to domestic service in the lord’s manor house or castle at merely nominal wages.

    Except on the royal domain, the local lords were the real rulers, and controlled the courts, in which they could not be sued without their own consent. They also controlled the administration of the villages lying within their domains. Only in the collection of taxes and the recruiting of the army was this species of seigniorial sovereignty abridged. The royal government in its work of centralization had not gone as far as had the royal government of France, and chiefly for the reason that it had begun much later.

    The Prussian peasant did not suffer as much from the burden of taxation as the French peasant, although the Prussian noble succeeded in obtaining exemption from most of the taxes. The peculiarity of the Prussian system was the sharp distinction made between the open country and the towns. The two principal taxes were the land tax levied mainly upon peasant farms and the excise or indirect taxes upon commodities brought into the cities or produced within them. In order to make the excise productive, the government permitted in the open country none but the most necessary industries such as brewing, carpentry, and building. In the western provinces the line between city and country was not so sharply drawn. The nobles in most of the provinces were exempt from the land tax. In many cases also they were free from the excise, their city residences being exempt as well as the industries practised on their estates. They paid a small tax in lieu of the feudal military service which they formerly rendered.

    The economic position of the Prussian peasant was also bad, for the line which the administration drew between town and country compelled him to purchase all except the simplest necessaries in the town at a price enhanced by the excise. His cloths, tools, sugar, and tobacco paid high duties on entering the Prussian dominions in order to favor home manufactures or prevent coin from being exported. His own products had a limited market, for the exportation of wheat was generally forbidden; and in some quarters the exportation of raw material like wool was also checked, in order to keep supplies from being sold to rival countries.

    In England the peasant farmer was apparently better off than in France. There serfdom had left no traces in the form of feudal dues and compulsory labor. The nobles bore their share of the burden of taxation. Many of the villagers earned a large part of their income by spinning, weaving, and other trades, for the guild system had broken down more completely in England than on the Continent, and industries were carried on throughout the countryside. In agriculture, also, medieval methods had been abandoned in many districts, although in others the division of the arable land into three fields, which were then sub-divided among the villagers, still persisted. There were, however, forces at work which were to put the English farmer in a more disadvantageous position than his French neighbor. Already in the change from medieval modes of holding land the nobles had greatly increased their share. The petty nobles or landed gentry used their influence in parliament to carry through laws which destroyed customary rights of tenure, such as the copyholder had possessed. The nobles also fenced off parts of the common lands of the villages, and the small farmers or yeomen did not have money enough to defend the village rights in the courts. Before the century was over the class of yeomen almost disappeared.

    French society was more complex in the towns than in the country because of the existence of an important middle class. The richer part of the middle class, or bourgeoisie, included the officials engaged in the management of the finances, the magistrates, and the wealthy merchants. Many of the magistrates, whose offices were their property and could pass from father to son, belonged to the “nobility of the robe,” which was quite as proud of its position, and as jealous of its privileges, as the nobility of the sword. Wealthy bourgeois families lived in a style akin to that of the richer nobles. Below them was the petite bourgeoisie, made up of masters in the guilds and of ordinary tradesmen. The artisans and the laborers were simply “people.” The richer bourgeois occasionally purchased the estates of ruined noblemen and acquired patents of nobility.

    In Germany the divisions of society had been growing more rigid, and were even more complex than in France. The control of the imperial cities was in the grasp of a set of families, which regarded themselves as fractional parts of the princely authority. This was especially true of Nuremberg, Augsburg, and Ulm. Hamburg and Frankfort seemed to possess a more liberal atmosphere, and yet in Frankfort, which was Goethe’s birthplace, there existed at the “bottom of the scale a great mass almost without legal protection.” Above were the guilds, next, doctors and merchants, and, at the top, the nobility. “Each class was subdivided into manifold grades,” so that the social and political structure of the city resembled a “tower broad at the base and growing narrower as it rose, each separate story divided into numerous cages, through the gratings of which it was almost impossible to pass.” In the territories of Frederick the Great the duties of each class seemed appropriately arranged. The nobles commanded the army, the peasants furnished the recruits, the burghers enriched the State by trade, while the scholars and poets pursued their studies or dreamed their dreams undisturbed by the plainer cares of life. The restrictions which the old régime in France threw about the industries of the townspeople were fewer than those which hindered the progress of agriculture. In most of the towns industries were still under the control of guilds or corporations of masters, which aimed to regulate the methods of manufacture and to preserve to the members the advantages of a local monopoly. The honor as well as the interest of the guild was involved in maintaining the reputation of the product. The masters naturally desired to lessen the numbers admitted to the guild, so that in some cases it was impossible for any except relatives of masters to become members, although they might have served their apprenticeship and their usual time as journeymen. This policy increased the value of the monopoly, but was likely to excite the indignation of the rest of the community. The government sometimes attempted to reduce the evil by offering royal letters of mastership, a practice which also brought in a little revenue. In 1755 a decree threw open all towns except Paris, Lyons, Rouen, and Lille to men who had completed their apprenticeship and the usual term as journeymen, waiving the rule that they should first be received as masters. The guilds were still powerful enough to prevent their monopoly from being destroyed in this way, and the decree served chiefly to mark the increasing liberality of the government. The spread of industry into the country undermined the monopoly of the guilds and was favored by the government, which after 1762 assured to the rural inhabitants the right to purchase tools, machines, and raw materials.

    The selfish conservatism of the guilds was not the only obstacle to the progress of industry. Under the influence of Colbert’s ideas, a mass of regulative decrees determined the exact amount of raw material which each piece of stuff should contain, as well as the manner in which it should be put together. The aim of these regulations was the protection of the consumer against bad workmanship or fraud, but they threw difficulties in the way of inventors, for it was not always easy to persuade a government council of the usefulness or practicability of a new production. The regulations were enforced by the guilds and by royal inspectors, whose seals were affixed to the goods. Offenders were prosecuted, their goods pilloried or destroyed, and their business ruined. Roland, the ill-fated minister of the interior in the Revolution, declared that when he was an inspector in Rouen he had seen as many as one hundred pieces of goods destroyed in one morning, solely because they were of an irregular weave. From the middle of the century masters and officers became less severe in the enforcement of the regulations. This movement was specially due to the influence of the economist Gournay, who became intendant of commerce in 1751.

    The word manufacture has a literal application to the methods of work under the old régime, for most of the machinery was run by hand and was of a type which had been used for centuries. A few large shops employed several hundred persons, but there was little division of labor. Most of the shops were small, with only the master, an apprentice or two, and a few journeymen. The goods were often sold by the master, who was a petty tradesman as well as a “manufacturer.”

    The ordinary workmen, who had little prospect of ever becoming masters, sought to improve their condition by uniting in secret organizations or brotherhoods. Towards the middle of the century so many strikes and boycotts occurred that the government issued a decree forbidding such organizations or any combinations of employees to bring pressure on the masters. The employees could not abandon the service of a master without a permit; and if another master received them without this permit, he, as well as they, was liable to a heavy fine.

    In Germany and Austria the guilds had long been losing ground when the territorial princes vigorously undertook their reorganization. Labor troubles such as were the object of French legislation furnished the occasion. In the German states the situation was peculiar in that journeymen who got into conflict with their employers or with the administration had only to cross a near-by frontier in order to be welcomed with open arms. Each state was glad to swell its population of artisans at the expense of its rivals. In Germany, also, the journeymen had an organization of their own akin to the guilds. The state governments found no way to meet the difficulty except by resort to the outworn method of imperial legislation. With unusual energy the diet undertook the task and in 1731 seriously modified and weakened the powers of the organizations of journeymen, leaving them hardly more than their functions as charitable and religious bodies. No journeyman could be employed without a pass from the head of the guild, endorsed by his previous employer, even though this employer belonged to another state. The guilds were put under the control of the states, with the result that in Germany industry, like religion, became an affair of the state. The main purpose of the legislation which followed was to deprive the guilds of their petty monopolies and make the conditions of admission easier.

    Trade as well as industry suffered from the restrictions thrown about it in Europe. In France the process of destroying local barriers had been carried further than in Prussia or any part of Germany, but the system of customs and other indirect taxes was so complicated that Necker said scarcely two men in a generation succeeded in mastering it. The consequence was loss of trade. A load of wine from Roussillon paid twenty-two different charges on its way to Paris. These included customs duties collected by the government, octrois of the towns, and dues of seigniors. Sometimes these charges favored the importer of foreign products. For example, the cloths of Carcassonne before they reached the northern markets paid fifteen per cent. of their value, whereas similar English cloths in the same markets paid only eight per cent. The situation in Prussia and in the German provinces of Austria was worse, because the process of unification was far less complete. On the Rhine tolls were collected thirty times from Strasbourg to Holland. Moreover, the separate states had no incentive to break down barriers, but on the contrary many to make them higher.

    No trade restrictions were fraught with greater future dangers than those which had grown up in France about the commerce of grains. These restrictions were suggested by the fear of famine, which in the days of poor roads and of little general commerce was not a mere figment of the imagination. The precariousness of the crop seemed to offer peculiar opportunities to the farmer or trader who wished to profit by the calamity of the community, and government officials and local magistrates were convinced that only through careful regulation could an adequate supply of grain be maintained in each province. The laws provided that all grain must be sold in the open market and that the farmers could retain only enough for their personal use. Merchants dealing in grain were registered, and the place and amount of their purchases were recorded. The provincial parlements or courts frequently forbade the transportation of grain beyond the borders of their own provinces. Its exportation from the country was also forbidden. Occasionally in time of famine the government or the courts fixed a maximum price.

    The restrictions placed upon the colonial trade are also significant. They have been summed up by the descriptive term “colonial pact,” which does not imply that the colonies ever agreed to them. According to the colonial pact the mother country gave protection and offered a market for the staple productions of the colony, and in return enjoyed the monopoly of the colonial market and commerce. In its more rigorous form the system was applied to the Spanish colonies, which were treated as a part of the King’s domain. Trade with these colonies was at first limited to a single port, emigration was hedged about with difficulties, and the foreigner was warned off on pain of death. At the opening of the eighteenth century England interfered with this monopoly, obtaining from Spain by treaty the right to import slaves into the Spanish colonies and to send two ships to the annual fair at Porto Bello. The English captains were not delicate in their observation of treaty limitations and they found smuggling too profitable to resist. Nor were the Spanish colonies the only ones to suffer from smugglers. The French could not keep the trade of their colonies altogether in their own hands. The English colonists in America were the most formidable interlopers. They exported fish, lumber, and cereals, articles which the French West Indians needed and for which they were anxious to give in exchange sugar, rum, and molasses. The English sugar islands complained that in this way French sugar was competing dangerously with English sugar, and parliament passed the Molasses Act, levying a prohibitive duty on these commodities; but the act remained a dead letter. When the French lost Canada and Louisiana the preservation of the monopoly of their colonial trade became impossible, for they had no food-producing colonies from which the sugar islands might draw supplies.

    It is evident that many things characteristic of European social and industrial life in the eighteenth century needed the serious attention of reformers and statesmen. The only question is, Why were they unable to correct the evils in time to forestall revolution? 
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    IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY SOMETHING more than the consent of a well-meaning ruler was needed to insure the success of plans of reform. Even in France, the land of absolute monarchy, the formula “As wishes the King, so wishes the law” was only a legal principle. The task of the reformer was merely begun when the King accepted his plans. Privileged classes and favored communities could often defend their advantages successfully by making a skilful use of the complicated structure of the old governments. They could confuse public opinion, even when they did not delude themselves, by raising the cry of “liberty” and “property.” The institutions of the old régime were not the product of systematic minds, devising the articles of a paper constitution, but were the result of a long process of historic growth. They bore the marks of conflicts and compromises without number. Most of the European States had been pieced together at different times. When a prince annexed a province he was often obliged to promise to respect its ancient liberties, although they might injure, at least indirectly, other provinces under his rule.

    This is more surprising in the case of France than of Prussia or Austria. The Prussian monarch had but recently assumed the crown, and, strictly speaking, was King only in eastern Prussia. His other lands he held by other titles  –  elector, count, or duke. As these lands lay within the Holy Roman Empire, separated from one another often by the States of other princes, it was difficult, if not impossible, to treat them all as parts of an absolute monarchical system. It was certainly impossible in the case of Austria. The Hapsburg monarchy received its royal standing from the two kingdoms of Bohemia and Hungary, which Ferdinand, brother of Charles V, had gained by election in the sixteenth century. Upper and Lower Austria were only archduchies. The Hapsburgs possessed other lands in what is now the Austrian empire and in southern Germany. When the territories of Spain were divided in 1713 and 1714, they received Lombardy and the southern Netherlands. It would be difficult to imagine a group more diverse in race, in language, and in historical traditions. Two of the group, Lombardy and the Netherlands, were distant from the rest. The common subjection to the Hapsburgs was incidental, if not accidental. To adopt a policy of assimilation would be to invite trouble, as the Emperor Joseph was to discover.

    The situation in France was apparently different. In certain respects, however, the differences were only apparent. Many of the French provinces had been united under the crown for centuries, but others, especially Franche Comté, Alsace, and Lorraine, had been held only a short time. The older as well as the newer provinces clung jealously to the privileges which the King had originally guaranteed to them. The promise of Louis XIV to Franche Comté was typical. He agreed to respect its “privileges, franchises, and immunities and to conduct himself in all things as a prince and count palatine of Burgundy is held to do.” The rights of Brittany were secured both by the marriage contract between Anne of Brittany and Louis XII in 1491 and by the act of union of 1532. So it was with other provinces. The local rights and liberties were not altogether harmful. They could be used to check the tendency to unreasonable centralization which already characterized the French government.

    In the oldest provinces most of the earlier local liberties had disappeared. The monarchs in their struggle with the feudal nobles did not distinguish clearly between powers which the central government should exercise and those which should be left to each community. These provinces formed the great central region of the country and were called Lands of Elections because the districts into which they were subdivided were called elections. The border provinces, Burgundy, Artois, Brittany, Languedoc, and others, formed the Lands of Estates, because they retained their provincial estates or assemblies. Even in the eighteenth century, when a reasonable development of local self- government would have been an advantage rather than a danger, the royal administration kept such assemblies under strict control. No resolution of any importance, especially none touching the expenditure of money, could be carried into effect without the consent of the King’s council. Nevertheless, the existence of the estates, the presence of the leading men of the province, representing the clergy, the nobles, and the official class of the towns, acted as a check upon administrative tyranny. Further more, in some cases the assemblies undertook enterprises which the central government had no thought of attempting.

    The provincial assembly of Languedoc was the most efficient of these bodies. It met every autumn at the call of the King and remained in session forty or fifty days. The deputies voted individually in a single hall, although they were chosen separately by the clergy, the nobility, and by the third estate. The deputies of the third estate were not popularly elected, and represented their town because they held its offices, but they understood the local needs. Through the power which the assembly was permitted to exercise the taille was distributed more fairly and was collected without so many acts of petty oppression. The expenditures for local purposes, which were mainly under its control, often ran as high as two million livres. Arthur Young commented on the excellent roads of Languedoc, which the provincial assembly provided for without the use of the corvée.

    The provincial estates of Brittany were kept by their organization from accomplishing so useful a task. They were more suited to obstruction than progress. Every nobleman over twenty-five years of age had a right to a seat. Sometimes twelve hundred attended, while the third estate had only forty-two deputies.

    The inclination to resist measures of reform when they seemed to encroach upon ancient local privileges was, however, present in Languedoc as well as in Brittany. The provincial assemblies attempted to drive hard bargains with the King, when they did not refuse altogether to agree to changes. In 1749 the government introduced the vingtième, or income tax, in order to equalize the burdens of taxation, and it was unwilling to permit provinces to offer a lump sum in lieu of the tax. Languedoc insisted upon its right to pay the tax only after formally giving its consent, appealing to the terms of the will of the last Count of Toulouse by virtue of which Languedoc had passed to the Crown, and to early royal edicts which had confirmed its privileges. When the King would not listen, the assembly refused the customary “free gift,” which was Languedoc’s share of the taille. The government in a spasm of vigor dissolved the assembly and collected the tax, but four years later the minister who was responsible for the reform lost his influence and the government yielded to the protests of the privileged classes. In Brittany resistance was equally successful. The ministry considered the advisability of decreasing the number of nobles in the provincial assembly, but sought the same end by calling together a small “extraordinary” assembly. Although it consented to the royal demands, the regular estates which assembled soon afterwards clamored for the suppression of the tax. The spirit of resistance was so widespread that the government officials could not make the appraisements upon which the tax should be based, and finally agreed to permit the province to offer a stated sum instead. A more curious instance of the manner in which ancient liberties served as a defense for existing abuses occurred in the last days of the old monarchy at the Assembly of the Notables. When the King’s brother recommended the ministerial proposal to substitute a land tax resting upon all proprietors for the unfair system in force, a Provençal nobleman declared that one of the rights of Provence, guaranteed by the will of King René, at the time when his kingdom was annexed to France, was exemption from any land tax.

    In the levy of the indirect taxes many provinces possessed advantages which obstructed the progress of reform. These privileges were historical in origin. For example, the provinces in which no salt tax was collected before they were annexed remained free from the tax. Other annexed provinces continued to pay for salt at the rate which they had been accustomed to pay before annexation. Still others had in the sixteenth century advanced money to a needy King in return for a perpetual reduction of the rate.

    The same evil affected the customs duties, which were not collected at the frontiers of the kingdom, but at the boundaries of provinces or groups of provinces. Certain provinces, like Alsace and Lorraine, were treated as if they were foreign countries and were given a tariff system of their own. Other provinces, though simply “reputed foreign,” also had a separate system, while seventeen provinces in the north central region were under a single tariff system. This was called the region of the “Five Great Farms,” because the collection of the indirect taxes had once been let or farmed to five separate companies. In order to gain an idea of the obstacles to commercial progress during the old régime, it is necessary to add to these various tariffs the transit dues which the lords collected. Necker called the complicated tariff system “monstrous in the eyes of reason.”

    Nobody under the old régime defended local or class privileges more stubbornly than the courts. They included the parlement of Paris, which had jurisdiction over most of the older France, and twelve provincial parlements. Before a law became effective it was customary to send it to the courts to be entered upon their records. This act made it valid within their jurisdictions. They had a right to withhold registration of the law as a protest against its provisions. The King could meet their protest by modifying the terms of the project or by holding what was called a “bed of justice” and with great ceremony expressly commanding them to register. It took Henry IV several years to procure the registration of the Edict of Nantes by all the provincial parlements. The courts, also, had a limited legislative capacity of their own, issuing regulations which they enforced within their jurisdiction unless these were annulled by the King. The judges in parlement, regarding themselves as the last barrier against the triumph of despotism, were in danger of over-emphasizing their political opportunity and forgetting that they were primarily courts of justice. As they represented the interests of a class, they were likely to obstruct the action of the royal government if it undertook measures seriously attacking the system of privilege.

    The judges based their right to oppose specific acts of royal legislation upon their duty as interpreters of the constitution and the laws of the kingdom. They held that even the supreme legislator, the King, could not add laws which were in manifest contradiction to the long-established principles of royal legislation. If his ministers, acting in his name, attempted this, the courts must declare the edicts subversive of the constitution. Nor could their opposition be overcome by a bed of justice, which in such a case would be a vulgar act of violence. That France had no written constitution in which definite limitations were placed upon executive and legislative power, did not affect their attitude. The trouble with the theory lay in their idea of what the constitution was and what rights it protected. If its principal use was to safeguard the privileges and exemptions of the clergy, the nobility, and the office-holders on the ground that they could never be deprived of the advantages which they had inherited from their ancestors, the conclusion was inevitable that the way to adequate reform was closed.

    One or two illustrations will make clear the practice of the courts on questions touching the rights of the privileged classes. When the first vingtième was created and the administration made a sincere effort to collect the information needed for a fair distribution of the burden, the parlement of Paris refused to register the edict. As the War of the Austrian Succession, which had offered an excuse for extraordinary taxes, was over, the judges concluded that the government was intent upon the establishment of a permanent “tribute,” to be levied upon all property, and not merely upon the property of peasants or townspeople. They saw in the edict an insidious attempt to destroy exemption from taxation, but at this time they did not carry their resistance very far. The administration held a bed of justice and the tax was registered.

    At the close of the Seven Years’ War the finances were in a still more desperate state and the ministry grimly resolved to put through an appraisement of all real estate in the kingdom, in order to make the two vingtièmes which then existed more productive. The parlement of Paris registered the edict only under compulsion. In the provinces resistance was more violent. The parlements of Toulouse and Grenoble attempted to arrest the governors who demanded the registration of the edict, and the governors were obliged to maintain a permanent guard to protect themselves from the court bailiffs. At Rouen all the judges left the court-room when the governor demanded registration; only the attorney-general and the clerk remained. The parlement declared the registration which these officials made null and void. After months of wrangling the government yielded, and arranged with the courts that the vingtièmes should be collected on the basis of the existing appraisements, which were notoriously unfair, and that individual assessments should not be raised. Such was the idea the judges held of defending the constitution and laws of France.

    The possibility of obstruction was not the only or even the principal evil from which the French government suffered. It contained positive defects. The organization of the towns is a notable example. Instead of using them as healthy organs of the spirit of local self-government, the administration kept them strictly under its tutelage. The municipal corporations were recruited from a few privileged families. Like the provincial assemblies, they could not raise money or expend it without the approval of the royal council. The same thing was true of the parish administrations. The records of the council show requests from parishes for the right to spend twenty-five livres. Several times within a century the government had treated town offices as a means of raising money. Louis XIV at one time made them venal, permitting the provincial assemblies to maintain freedom of elections by purchasing the offices as a whole. The same plan was tried in the reign of Louis XV. The right of election was restored in 1764, but it was again taken away in 1771, except for those cities which offered a lump sum for their liberties.

    In structure the town governments were as a rule made up of a municipal body or corps de ville, the officers of which singly administered departments and together formed a council. There was also a general assembly, composed of the members of the notable families. Some of them had a right to seats, others were chosen by the professional men, the trade guilds, the parishes, or wards of the towns.

    The government of Paris was a curious intermingling of medieval guild institutions and later royal agencies. At the Hotel de Ville sat the provost of the merchants, four aldermen, and the other officers of the municipal bureau. There were also twenty-four councilors, although no council in the proper sense of the word. The peculiar province of the Hotel de Ville was the river trade and everything that concerned it, including a part of the responsibility for the supply of food. The most important official of the city was the lieutenant-general of the police, who took his orders directly from the royal minister of the household. He not only controlled the police, who were supported by the regiment of the French guards, but directed all parts of the administration not reserved to the Hotel de Ville. He also issued ordinances similar to those commonly within the power of an American city council.

    In filling the positions of provost and aldermen there was an elaborate semblance of election. The provost was actually nominated by the King, but each year two aldermen were chosen by a body partly composed of officials and partly of notable citizens. Almost the only valuable opportunity of gaining experience was offered by the parish organizations or fabriques. Two general assemblies were held each year for the election of a responsible churchwarden, and to pass upon the accounts of the retiring churchwarden. In order to vote in these assemblies it was necessary to be rated on the tax list for at least six livres.

    The local agent of royal authority, whether in the Lands of Estates or in the Lands of Elections, was the intendant. His jurisdiction extended over a district called a généralité, an administrative subdivision of the kingdom which was of more uniform size than the province. Sometimes a province contained two or three generalities, while in one or two instances more than a single province was included in a generality. The intendant had charge of the levy and collection of the direct taxes and of the expenditure of money for improvements. Doubtful matters he referred to the King’s council. He was also responsible in a measure for the public order and watched important cases in the courts, occasionally carrying them up to the council. He was an effective instrument of centralization, fashioned by Richelieu and Colbert, the prototype of the modern prefect. Like the prefect he was often an able and conscientious administrator. As he was brought into immediate contact with the suf fering peasantry, he became anxious to remedy the evils of the tax system and promote the prosperity of his generality. Some of the most hopeful efforts for reform proceeded from these men, who, nevertheless, were complained of as the agents of royal or bureaucratic despotism.

    The administration of France centered in the King’s council and its subsidiary councils or committees. Besides the high council to which only officials qualified with the title of “Ministers of State” were admitted, and which, like a royal cabinet, was entrusted with questions of general policy, the important boards were the council of finances, in which the controller-general was the most influential member, the council of despatches, a ministry of the interior, and the council of parties, or privy council, which determined many questions of administrative jurisdiction. Through its councilors of State and masters of requests the council of parties investigated and prepared for discussion nearly all administrative questions brought before any one of the councils. There was generally a principal minister, but he might not be the most influential officer of the administration. As the financial problem became more urgent it was inevitable that the controller-general’s word would become decisive. In addition to the finances he had charge of public works, agriculture, and commerce, and might have been called minister of the interior. Affairs of local administration were, however, distributed among the four secretaries of State, –  war, marine, foreign affairs, and royal household, –  each secretary receiving several provinces. According to the plan, provinces on the coast should have been assigned to the minister of the marine and frontier provinces to the minister of war, but this was not always done.

    In the case of Prussia, where the process of territorial growth was of later date, and where no Alps or Pyrenees impelled towards unity, it is less surprising to discover how little the administrative system approached any ideal of formal organization. The King was bound to respect the privileges of his many territories, although since the days of the Great Elector the Hohenzollerns had been ready to attack privileges of estates or towns which stood in the way of the development of military power. The reformer of the royal administration had been Frederick William I, who, in 1723, organized the General Directory with the special aim of giving some unity to the management of the revenue. As in France, the work of the ministers was divided geographically rather then according to the character of the work itself. Frederick II had modified this plan by creating a ministry of industry and commerce and what was equivalent to a de partment of military affairs or a quartermaster general’s office. When, however, Silesia was annexed, instead of subjecting its administration to the General Directory, he entrusted it to a special. minister. Neither he nor his father had a prime minister, but conducted affairs personally with the different ministers. Frederick attended to the most minute details and frequently rendered decisions which concerned a particular minister without even informing him of the matter. His ministers sometimes seemed to be degraded to the level of mere clerks, without initiative or responsibility. He used as his agents the councilors, who served as intermediaries and reporters, so that not infrequently a cabinet councilor had the King’s confidence and was in a position to influence the royal mind in a way impossible for the ordinary minister. Under a weaker master than Frederick the Great such a practice might become fruitful of cabals and lead to backstairs intrigue.

    In local administration, as has been explained already, the nobility retained a large part of their feudal sovereignty, but the Landrath, head of the county or Kreis, had become a royal officer, chosen from a list of candidates named by the nobles. The towns were controlled by the tax commissioner known as the Steuerrath, for in almost all matters a financial question was involved, and the King desired to increase the revenues available for military purposes. Through this officer he watched every possible channel of outflow. In the eastern portion of the Prussian territories the provincial estates had ceased to have more than a formal function, but in the west they had important opportunities for advising the royal officers who formed the provincial chambers of war and domains. The towns had lost their old liberties, and were no longer centers of active political or administrative life. In this they resembled the French towns.

    The government of Great Britain differed from the European governments in one significant feature; that is, in the development of rule through an elected assembly. In France the states general had not met since 1614. It had never succeeded in seriously limiting the powers of the King. Similar assemblies in other continental countries had played an even slighter rôle. But in England in the seventeenth century parliament had seized the reins of government, and a century later its supremacy was made effective by the development of the cabinet, or body of ministers, politically responsible to the majority of the members of the House of Commons. The leader of the cabinet was the prime minister. The King was supposed to accept as his official opinion the advice tendered him by his ministers. In this way the government of the country, its legislative as well as its administrative work, was controlled by public opinion which found expression in parliament, and particularly in the House of Commons. The plan of responsible ministries was not completely worked out until the early part of the nineteenth century, but it was characteristic of England from the days of Sir Robert Walpole.

    The English system was, however, not free from defects. Representation in the House of Commons was based on a medieval distribution of seats and took no account of the changes in population. Too many seats were controlled by the great landowners. It has been estimated that out of the total membership of six hundred and fifty-eight, the landowners, most of whom were nobles, had the power to nominate four hundred and eighty- seven. One family influential in the Lake district controlled the elections to eleven seats. According to another way of reckoning the proportions of the evil, one hundred and fifty-four persons, including the King and many peers, nominated three hundred and seven members, or pearly one-half, of the House of Commons. “It is certain that the King by the use of national funds and the gift of places and pensions was able to keep a sufficient band of followers in the House of Commons from 1767 to 1781 to enforce his personal rule.” Fortunately the nobles did not use their power to shift the weight of taxation to weaker shoulders or to create a system of special privileges, although they did multiply sinecures in order to provide for their younger sons.

    This method of choosing members for the House of Commons soon became a principal cause of quarrel between England and her colonies in America. In the course of a debate in 1793 upon a plan of reform, Mr. Grey, the Earl Grey of the Reform Bill of 1832, declared that had the defects of the English system been removed in time the American colonies would have been saved. Whether this assertion was anything more than a strong argument in favor of his scheme or not, it is true that the colonists were not likely to be treated fairly by such a parliament, nor could they feel inclined to accept its decisions. The English system of colonial government was in other respects far more liberal than either that of France or that of Spain. The French and Spanish colonies were governed by officials sent from the mother country and were without power to tax themselves or adopt laws of local application, while the English colonies enjoyed a large measure of self-government. In most of the North American colonies, the governor was appointed by the Crown, but he was controlled by an assembly elected by the citizens or “freemen.” The controversies between the governors and the assemblies stimulated the feeling of independence. As the governor’s salary depended upon the grant of the assembly, there was an effective way of bringing pressure to bear upon him. In matters of industry and trade the colonies were subject to the decisions of parliament. The customs officials were officers of the Crown and paid by it, so that the colonial assemblies had no control over them. But the trade laws could not be enforced if colonial juries failed to convict offenders. From the point of view of the defense of the empire this local independence was a grave disadvantage, for it was difficult to persuade a dozen colonial assemblies to unite in any general scheme of defense or of taxation for imperial purposes, and an attempt of parliament to tax the people of the colonies directly might arouse resistance and even rebellion. This problem was forced upon the attention of the British government by the cost of the struggle with France in America and by the permanent needs of colonial defense.

    The weakest spot in the French government was the financial system. The unjust distribution of the taxes by which the burden was placed mainly upon the peasantry prevented the government from raising money enough to meet its expenses unless it practised a severe economy and refrained from wars with its neighbors, two conditions unlikely to be fulfilled. The royal court was wasteful. Millions were squandered in gifts and pensions. At the end of the old régime the pension list amounted to over fifty million livres, or about a tenth of the revenues. A part of this vast sum was paid for actual services rendered to the country, but most of it was given to favored officials or to court nobles who knew how to beg. One minister of war upon his retirement had arranged for twelve pensions for himself or members of his family. Nevertheless, a parsimony as severe as that of Frederick the Great would not have remedied the financial situation. Even if war debts were forgotten, the normal development of civil expenditure made necessary an increase in the revenues. More money could be found only by abandoning the antiquated system of taxation, which failed to reach important elements of the national wealth.

    In 1764 the French public debt amounted to two and a half billion livres, with an interest charge which took half the revenue. From time to time the King’s ministers tried to balance accounts by suspending payments or by scaling down indebtedness. They had also fallen into the vicious habit of securing loans from financiers under the form of “anticipations” of future receipts. For such loans the financiers charged a high rate. The practice also introduced another element of disorder into accounts already confused. There was no regular budget of receipts and expenses, although after a year was closed, occasionally many months afterwards, its accounts were made up in a formal statement called an état au vrai. Even then the nature of a particular expenditure might be concealed because it had been withdrawn from audit by royal order or order of the chief finance minister. For these reasons it was difficult even for government officials to ascertain the exact condition of the finances.

    The method of collecting the indirect taxes, the salt and tobacco taxes, and the import and export duties, was unnecessarily expensive. The government farmed its right of collection to sixty financiers, called farmers-general, who advanced a million and a half livres apiece, part of the sum as a loan to the government and part as payment for the offices, storehouses, and stocks of salt and tobacco. The contract ran for a term of six years and the profits of the enterprise, which were the sums in excess of the amount paid annually to the government, were divided among the farmers-general. As the government paid the financiers a high rate of interest on the loans, their profits were increased. In addition they received many thousands as allowances and fees. It was discovered that the contract which ran from 1744 to 1750 produced for the farmers-general fifty-four million livres’ profit, or nine million a year. According to , who wrote in 1787, the financiers connected with the “farm” divided more than seventeen hundred million livres in the fifty years which closed in 1776, enough to have extinguished two-thirds of the French national debt. Two of these financiers had gained thirty million apiece. The average cost of this method of collection to the government was twenty per cent. of what the tax produced.

    Prussia’s financial resources were astonishingly small for a State which supported an army of between one and two hundred thousand men. Before the close of Frederick’s reign they were doubled, but amounted at most to twenty-seven million thalers. Of this sum twelve million were expended on the army. Frederick also accumulated a treasure of over fifty million. He had emerged from the long struggle of the Seven Years’ War almost without debt but by means of expedients which would have compromised the honor of a less enlightened and powerful prince. He repeatedly debased the coinage and paid his creditors, including his officials, with promissory notes which he redeemed in debased coin. When peace was made, he restored the coinage to its normal condition and took up the debased coin at one-fifth of its face value.

    The income of Frederick’s predecessors, the electors of Brandenburg, was derived from their domains and from such subsidies as the local estates of their various dominions would grant them. When the electors inherited Cleves and Mark in the west, the duchy of Prussia in the east, and Pomerania in the north, they struggled victoriously with nobles and cities for a permanent, independent revenue. The fruits of their triumph were the land tax, levied mainly upon peasant lands, and the excise which was a system of indirect taxes upon commodities brought into the cities or produced within them. There was no single system of import and export duties for the whole group, but each province was treated by itself, and customs barriers existed even in the interior of the provinces. Specific duties were levied to promote the export of one product or to prevent the importation of another. Frederick was influenced by the theories of the mercantile system, and wished to keep raw material from leaving his provinces and to hinder manufactured products from entering them. He wished to hoard his gold, partly that his state treasure might be large enough in case of sudden war. He treated the provinces west of the Weser as if they were foreign territory and would not permit their products to enter his other provinces. With these features Frederick’s system of taxation could not produce the maximum revenue and its results were unfavorable to the healthful growth of agriculture, manufactures, and trade. The management of the royal domains was more satisfactory. They comprised nearly one-third of all the landed property. By careful husbandry and a successful plan of rentals their revenue was constantly increased.

    Great Britain’s financial system was far in advance of that of her neighbors. It enabled her not only to create an incomparable naval defense, but also to subsidize her allies on the Continent and hire mercenary armies. The most important feature of the system was the successful organization of credit, mainly through the Bank of England, which began its career in 1696 by lending its subscribed capital to the government. In return the government charged the interest to the “funds” due from the excise, and thus created the “funded” debt. The bank could issue notes redeemable in the coin which the government would pay as interest. By its loans it aided in the wise investment of capital and in the development of business. The growth of credit enabled the government to negotiate the loans rendered necessary by enormous expenditures during the continental wars. The ministry learned early the necessity of providing scrupulously for the payment of the interest. As credit improved, the rate at which the government could borrow was gradually reduced from eight to three per cent.; but the amount of the funded debt grew rapidly. At the close of the Seven Years’ War it was £122,600,000, with a floating debt of fourteen million more.

    The sources of the British income were the land tax, the excise, and the customs. The inequalities of the land tax, which were complained of, were not due to any privileges belonging to the nobility, but to defects in the appraisement of property. The burden was increased by the general exemption of personal property. The system of customs, even after the improvements introduced by Sir Robert Walpole, was complex and clumsy, encouraging smuggling and other frauds. By 1759 the general rate had risen to twenty-five per cent. and there was in addition a multitude of special duties. By its unity, however, Great Britain was saved from the consequences of many different customs areas, each with a special set of duties  –  an evil condition which weighed heavily upon the progress of trade in all continental countries.

    Within half a century each of these three countries, France, Prussia, and Great Britain, was to suffer disaster, partly at least in consequence of the weakness of their governmental system. France was to prove herself incapable of carrying through reforms in time to forestall revolution. Prussia’s complicated methods of administration led directly to embarrassment and defeat under the weak successors of Frederick the Great. The misfortune which befell the English was the loss of their principal colonies in America. 
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    THE MEN WHOSE WRITINGS INFLUENCED the tendencies of European thought in the eighteenth century were not mainly interested in reform. The assistance which most of them gave to this movement was incidental. Some were students of philosophy or science or of political and social theories. Others were engaged in discrediting the doctrines imposed upon their fellow-men by Church and State. Never has the antagonism been keener between what was taught by authority and what was advocated by thoughtful scholars and by brilliant, or merely clever, controversialists.

    Churchmen, regarded throughout the Middle Ages, and even after the Protestant Reformation, as the special depositaries of truth, had lost prestige as intellectual leaders. This was the case particularly in France. No new Bossuet, interpreter of the divine right of kings and bishops, appeared to defend the established order. If a person of priestly title wrote, it was usually to join in the attack upon the teachings of the Church or the theory of the monarchy. The Abbé de Condillac, his brother the Abbé Mably, and the Abbé Raynal, whom the Church had unfrocked, are notable examples. Condillac Treatise on Sensations, published in 1754, was a serious contribution to philosophy, but it undermined traditional views. The Abbé Mably Principles of Legislation, which appeared twenty years later, criticised the rights of property, arguing for community of goods. Far more influential than either was the Abbé Raynal Philosophical and Political History of the Indies, which appeared in 1772, and which included not only valuable information upon European colonization in the west and in the east, but also passionate denunciations of princes, ecclesiastics, and even employers. He declared that religion was the invention of priestly charlatans. It has been said that his History of the Indies was for two decades the “bible of the oppressed and of dreamers.”

    After the middle of the century many churchmen were notable for their sincere devotion to the welfare of their communities, but they were practical administrators rather than writers capable of correcting the prevalent tone of negation. The higher clergy  –  bishops, abbots, and members of the cathedral chapters  –  were drawn almost exclusively from the nobility. The last bishop belonging to a family of the third estate resigned in 1783. The leaders of the Church possessed the defects as well as the qualities of the nobility. Several were men of evangelical piety, although not controversialists. Others were influenced by the liberal tendencies of the time. Of some the remark would have been true which Louis XVI made when he was asked to nominate Loménie de Brienne as archbishop of Paris, “The archbishop of Paris must at least believe in God.”

    The French Church had suffered in the controversy during the first half of the century over the enforcement of the papal bull Unigenitus, condemning the Jansenist doctrines of grace. This controversy became violent in 1752 after the clergy began to refuse the sacraments to those who did not adhere to the bull. The parlement of Paris intervened in behalf of the rights of the dying, and the King annulled the decrees of the judges. The conflict was not ended until Pope Benedict XIV ordered that the sacraments should not be refused except to persons notoriously disobedient to the bull. Meanwhile the courts and the lawyers had been thrown into antagonism to the authorities of the Church.

    Another severe blow to the Church was the destruction of the Jesuit Order, composed of the most militant defenders of ecclesiastical authority. The Jesuits were detested by the magistracy which was now thoroughly committed to opposition to extreme views of papal power. They had once possessed great influence through their control of education, for the larger number of colleges or secondary schools was in their hands. But their method as teachers had begun to arouse criticism, on the ground that it produced only good Latin versifiers. The hatreds inherited from the Jansenist controversy were the cause of their ruin. They were compromised in the failure of a commercial company managed by P. Lavalette, formerly one of their officials in Martinique. This incident was the signal for an attack upon them by the provincial parlements and the parlement of Paris which alleged that the statutes of the Society contained principles hostile to the royal authority. At first Louis XV tried to protect the Order, but its enemies were strong, and in 1764 he signed an edict annulling it, while permitting the members as individuals to reside in their dioceses and continue their work as ecclesiastics under the control of the bishops. This attack in France had been preceded by one in Portugal, as a result of which the Jesuits were expelled as conspirators against the King. It was followed by their deportation from Spain. A few years later, upon the demand of the Kings of France and Spain, the Pope abolished the Order everywhere. The Jesuits found protectors only in the Protestant King of Prussia and in the Orthodox Empress of Russia.

    Although the French Church was fast losing its ascendancy, sinister outbursts of intolerance still occurred. In 1762 the parlement of Toulouse condemned a Protestant merchant, Jean Calas, to be broken on the wheel upon the flimsy charge that he had murdered his son, who, rumor declared, was about to become a Catholic. Three years later a nobleman, still in his teens, the Chevalier de la Barre, was condemned to death by the parlement of Paris for an insulting attitude toward a religious procession, an offense which he had aggravated by reading forbidden books.

    In Germany, churchmen, whether Catholic or Protestant, were on the defensive. Lutheranism had emerged from the controversies of the sixteenth century with a dogmatic system as rigid as that of the medieval scholastics. In the latter part of the seventeenth century the Pietists  –  Spener, Francke, and their followers  –  strove for a more personal religious experience. Men of similar disposition, under the patronage of Count Zinzendorf, organized a new Church, that of the Moravian Brethren. But these movements, while exercising an important influence upon many communities, were not strong enough to counteract the force of the rationalistic attack on the Christian system.

    In the German Catholic Church interest centered about the controversy over the limitations of papal power. Many of the German bishops and abbots were princes ruling over extensive territories, and were inclined to adopt an attitude of independence toward the papacy. In 1763 Hontheim, the coadjutor-bishop of the archbishop-elector of Treves, published a treatise upon the jurisdiction of the pope. The identity of the author was long concealed under the pseudonym Febronius. Hontheim acknowledged the primacy of the Holy See, but asserted that the papal claim of a right to confirm or depose bishops was drawn from the False Decretals. He also said that the decrees of the Pope in regard to doctrine and conduct required confirmation by a general council. Nor were his conclusions merely historical and theoretical. He asked the popes to abandon their extreme claims and urged princes to compel them to do so if they refused. Three editions of the work were soon published. Hontheim was appointed the head of a commission, which met at Coblentz, a city belonging to the Elector of Treves, in order to prepare a statement of the grievances of the bishops. Although he was afterwards led to make a partial retractation, his views had an important influence upon legislation in Austria, where they were vigorously defended by the professor of canon law at the University of Vienna.

    In England religion was becoming a positive force through the labors of George Whitefield and John Wesley. Both were clergymen of the state Church, but they had abandoned the conventional methods of ordinary churchmen. They were not concerned about the philosophical defense of Christianity; their task, as they understood it, was to preach repentance and salvation. The churches were too small to hold the throngs who were eager to hear them, even when the clergy did not refuse them admission to the pulpit. They preached ordinarily in the fields or in the streets. Wesley never considered himself a separatist from the Church of England, although in 1767 he abandoned his earlier view that salvation was impossible outside it. Wherever he went he organized chapels and started charitable work, in effect laying the foundation of the Methodist Church in England and America. Such a revival of religious enthusiasm counteracted the destructive influence of attacks on the established order far more than any formal arguments could have done. Wesley himself was a Tory in politics, although he freely criticised the abuses which he perceived in English life. He described the slave trade, so profitable to the English merchants, as that “execrable sum of all villainies.”

    To criticise the old régime in newspapers or books was beset with difficulties. England and Holland were the only countries where liberty of the press existed. The German newspapers until the time of Frederick did not often venture to discuss public affairs. He gave more freedom to two Berlin papers, and this opened a new era. By 1784 there were two hundred journals of which the best were Möser Osnabrück Intelligencer and Schubart’s German Chronicle. The Leyden and Amsterdam Gazettes had a large sale outside of Holland, because of the freedom which they enjoyed. In France the number of newspapers increased rapidly in the latter part of the century, but editors were forced to be cautious, otherwise they were lodged in the Bastille “during the King’s pleasure.” Many French books were printed in Amsterdam or Geneva, and smuggled across the French border. From 1750 to 1763 the royal censorship was under the control of a liberal, Lamoignon de Malesherbes, but this did not altogether remove the shackles from the press.

    It happened that in France, where the defense of the established order was weakest, the attack upon it was strongest. The great names of the period are Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot, and Rousseau. Not all that they said, nor the most important part of it, was destructive in tendency, but the total volume of their criticisms was such that respect for ancient institutions was undermined.

    Montesquieu’s influence was exerted mainly upon the course of political thought. In 1721 he had published the Persian Letters, which were full of biting satire masquerading as the naive account of European society which two wealthy merchants sent home to their friends. In these letters the Pope was referred to as an old idol, who once deposed kings, but is no longer feared. The French King was represented as making money out of men’s vanity by selling them titles, or as compelling them to receive promises to pay instead of coin. Montesquieu had visited England, residing there two years. He did not fail to note the corruption in the public life of the English, and yet he regarded them as the freest people in the world. It was in 1748 that he published the Spirit of Laws, the work which brought him lasting fame. What attracted immediate attention was his praise of the English constitution and his insistence upon the necessity of a separation of executive, legislative, and judicial functions. He thought this was characteristic of English institutions, although the cabinet system, by which the initiative in making law and the duty of enforcing it are entrusted to the same officials, was already partially developed. To him the chief requirement was an independent judiciary, which existed in England in the form of the ancient and undisputed sway of law. So far as his book increased the respect of Frenchmen for the English constitution, it acted as a solvent of reverence for absolute monarchy. His doctrine of the separation of the powers was to become a fundamental dogma of the Revolutionists.

    This work eventually turned political thought away from abstractions to the study of actual conditions. Montesquieu taught that institutions are partly the result of physical environment and of the character of peoples. No single scheme of government is therefore applicable everywhere. He thus gave a natural setting to government and “laicized the philosophy of history,” undermining the authority of Bossuet’s great exposition of the providential course of human events.

    Voltaire’s influence was not due to any single work of great power, but to a succession of poems, essays, pamphlets, histories, and philosophical books, extending over a period of more than fifty years. These writings possessed a marvelous clearness of statement and pushed every inquiry which reason and common sense could suggest into the dark corners of authoritative tradition and consecrated custom. He set forth in sentences sparkling with wit opinions which most educated men of his times were beginning to entertain. The strongest single impression which he sought to convey was that the Church was the enemy of progress and enlightenment, and that its power should be destroyed as an “infamous thing.” He did not distinguish between the French Church and other Churches, but treated them all as the invention of self-seeking priests. He was not, however, an atheist. He held that God had implanted in mankind a sense of justice which would finally triumph over prejudice and vice.

    Voltaire was not a revolutionist in politics. He wished to remove the abuses which he as well as other thoughtful men saw in European society, but he believed that a monarchy was the best form of government. The particular reforms which he desired were individual liberty, the equalization of the burdens of taxation, the abolition of serfdom, the suppression of feudal dues, and the organization of public education. In comparison with what France was to see within twenty years after his death this was a conservative program.

    Voltaire’s intellectual development was profoundly influenced by his residence in England from 1726 to 1729, almost at the beginning of his career. He made the acquaintance of the leading English writers, learned the language thoroughly, and studied the masterpieces of English literature, especially Shakespeare’s plays. Locke Essay concerning the Human Understanding made him a disciple of that philosophy, and Locke Letters on Toleration gave him a cause. He also became one of the most convinced advocates of Sir Isaac Newton’s theories against their French assailants. A few years after his return he published a volume of Letters upon the English in which he contrasted French and English society. He remarked that the English peasants could improve their dwellings or their cattle without fear of having their taxes raised in consequence. He noted also that the clergy and the nobles were not exempt from taxation. In religion, he said that “An Englishman, like a free man, goes to Heaven by the road that pleases him best.” As a consequence of this book he became the leader of a group of admirers of England. The authorities in his own country did not relish his criticisms, and the courts ordered his book to be publicly burned. 

    For several years Voltaire seemed ambitious to be reckoned as a scientist. It was at this time that a French expedition to the Arctic Seas proved that the earth was flattened at the poles, as Newton had explained. Voltaire seized the occasion to publish an excellent popular treatise on the Newtonian system. Nevertheless, his proper field was not science but literature. For a short time he was received into royal favor, was chosen to the French Academy, and was even employed upon diplomatic missions; but Louis XV disliked the whole tribe of philosophers. Voltaire did not feel safe at Paris and ordinarily lived near the frontier. In 1749 Frederick the Great, with whom he had been long in correspondence, sent him an invitation to reside at the Prussian Court. He accepted the invitation, but his genius was too erratic to make him a good courtier, and three years later he returned to France. His fears still kept him away from Paris, and he finally purchased an estate at Ferney within convenient distance of the frontier of Switzerland.

    It was at this period that his most active propaganda against the Church began. In 1756 he published his Essay on General History, which was really a voluminous history of civilization from the time of Charlemagne, the first work which presented that phase of history successfully. He filled it with thrusts at the ecclesiastical institutions which he detested. This was still more true of his Philosophical Dictionary. He was not content with the publication of books, but directed the attacking forces either through an agent whom he sent to stir the zeal of those who seemed to be lagging behind, or by means of letters and pamphlets. A clerk in the office of the controller-general of the finances forwarded them to all parts of the country. Voltaire finally concluded that the pamphlet was a better weapon than books, because it was read easily and was more likely to escape the attention of the police. The pamphlet also was more adapted to the style of attack which he thought effective. “It is,” he said, “at once more sure and more agreeable to ridicule theological disputes and make people look upon them with disgust.” His energy seemed inexhaustible. Although over sixty years old, he worked eighteen or twenty hours a day. Voltaire did not venture to return to Paris until near the close of his life in 1778. Several times during the reign of Louis XV he was thrown into paroxysms of fear by the mere possibility that his ecclesiastical foes might yet take vengeance upon him. One occasion was when his Philosophical Dictionary was burned on the pyre upon which the body of La Barre was consumed. In 1769 “he pretended to be in a dying condition and confessed and received the communion, taking the precaution of having these pious acts certified by a notary.” As the clergy could procure no retractation from him at the time of his death, they caused the printing or sale of his books to be forbidden. But times were changing, and the King’s principal minister permitted the publication near Strasbourg of a complete edition of his works.

    For many years before his death Voltaire had been the most influential of a group of writers often called the Philosophers. To this group belonged the Abbé de Condillac, Buffon, author of the Natural History, D’Alembert, the great mathematician, D’Holbach, whose System of Nature taught materialistic atheism, and Diderot, a literary man almost as versatile as Voltaire. Diderot’s special achievement was as editor of the Encyclopedia. In its large folios were brought together all that free inquiry had been able to learn about every imaginable topic. Its articles on the practical arts were of great value. It was outwardly respectful toward Church and State, because otherwise authorization to publish it would have been refused. Articles upon ecclesiastical matters were usually given to liberal churchmen, but references were added to other articles upon kindred subjects in which opinions altogether different were set forth. The fundamental philosophy of the work was hostile to supernatural religion. It was a formidable exhibit of the triumphs of human reason unhampered by the restraints of an orthodoxy which still revered the medieval theologians as authoritative teachers. The work was originally planned as a translation and revision of Chambers’s Encyclopedia. The first volume appeared in 1751. Almost immediately alarmed orthodoxy began to raise obstacles to its progress. It was twice suppressed, but Diderot and his coadjutors went on with their work and by 1765 the seventeen volumes were ready to be delivered. There were also supplementary volumes, eleven of them filled with plates.

    The principal weakness of the philosophical school was their simplified conception of man. They were misled by what Taine calls the classical spirit. They ignored the obscure and the un- usual. Most or them used a vocabulary which was abstract, without a variety of words rich enough to describe the diversities of life, even if they had been capable of perceiving such things. They thought that to select the general and to name it exactly was the highest use of the reason and was truly scientific. But an adequate account of mankind cannot be made in that way. It is not surprising that the man they saw was a figment of their imaginations. If they observed an individual who was brutish and unreasonable, the inference was irresistible that his condition was the consequence of bad laws. Good legislation and good men, they contended, must go together. If the laws were improved they prophesied that men would become indefinitely perfectible.

    Rousseau was for a time counted as a member of the philosophical party, although he was in reality one of the creators of Romanticism, which before the century was over destroyed the ascendency of the rationalistic philosophers. His ideas of nature and of mankind were fundamentally opposed to their teachings. His most notable book, The Social Contract, was published in 1762. Its significance is not so much in the theory of political society which it taught as in the contrast between the author’s positive declarations and the legal principles of the French State at that time. He confronted an absolute monarchy with the proposition that the people are sovereign, and that this sovereignty cannot be delegated. While the royal council drew up decrees on the theory that the King’s will had the force of law, he declared that law is the expression of the common will. The government, be it monarchy or republic, is simply an intermediary body, possessed of a temporary commission, with the task of making the will of the sovereign people effective in relation to individual persons as subjects. Although he taught that the republican form of government was adapted only to the necessities of small states, he explained the evils of monarchical rule in such a way as to excite distrust of kings. He declared that it was for the interest of a prince that his people should be weak and wretched, for only thus was he safe from rebellion.

    Rousseau’s teachings were not dangerous to monarchical governments alone. Although he intended to defend individual liberty, he affirmed the ominous sophism that the citizen needs no guarantee against the tyranny of the democratic State, because a whole cannot injure one of its members. His doctrines could be, and in the event were, used to silence minorities suffering under the tyranny of a majority authorized for the time to style itself the agent of the sovereign will. A more striking instance of dubious reasoning was his attitude toward religious toleration. He would permit no intolerant religion within his ideal commonwealth, and yet he insisted that there was a “profession of faith which is purely civil . . . and that its articles are social sentiments without which it is impossible to be a good citizen or a faithful subject.” No one can be compelled to accept them, but those who do not should be banished, and if any one who has accepted them should act as if he does not believe them, he should be put to death. The list of dogmas was short: God, providence, and immortality, the happiness of the just, and the punishment of the wicked. This idea of a civil religion enforced under pain of banishment or death was to play a sinister part in the coming Revolution.

    The year 1762 also saw the publication of Rousseau Émile, which had a more lasting effect upon educational ideas and methods than his Social Contract had upon political thinking. Under the form of a story of the development of a boy whose father was rich enough to obtain for him a special tutor, Rousseau expounded a plan of education according to nature, which took account of the spontaneous tendencies of the child and shielded the inner forces of his life from harmful contact with a corrupted and artificial social system. Until the boy was twelve his main business was to grow. He should be taught only what his senses and experience made him anxious to understand. When the time came for more formal instruction, its character should be determined by the stage of development which he had reached. At all times the nature of the child was to be the guide. This protest against submission to conventionality and appeal for a return to nature touched a chord which was ready to vibrate.

    Rousseau had in the preceding decade written two Discourses in which he contrasted the artificialities of civilized society and the simplicity and virtues of primitive life. In the first he argued that the progress of the arts and sciences, in other words of civilization, had actually corrupted the original sound nature of mankind. In the second Discourse, which was upon the Origin of Inequality, he explained more at length “his legend concerning the primitive condition of mankind, in which man, strong, solitary, feeling in his heart a natural pity which is the germ of all the virtues, lived without quarrels and without passions.” He declared that the first one who enclosed a piece of ground and called it his own, and discovered people blind enough to believe him, was the true founder of civilized society. Such ideas seemed repellent to the philosophers who regarded their century as peculiarly enlightened and who looked forward to the speedy triumph of reason. Voltaire wrote to Rousseau that reading his book made one feel like walking on all fours, and added, “As it is more than sixty years since I have done this, it is impossible for me to resume the habit.”

    Besides Rousseau and the philosophers, there were other men whose minds were of a more practical cast and whose opinions soon affected the policy of the government. They are sometimes grouped together as the Economists, and sometimes separated into two groups, one interested primarily in advocating freer trade, the other engaged in propagating the view that agriculture is the sole source of increase in a nation’s wealth. This second group was occasionally referred to as the “sect of the Physiocrats.” Its leader was Quesnay, physician in ordinary of the King. His principal work, the Tableau économique, was printed on the royal press at Versailles in 1758, and it is said that Louis XV took a personal interest in the enterprise. Quesnay divided society into three classes: the productive, or farming population; the proprietary, or owners of the soil; and the sterile, or artisans, traders, and professional men. He argued that industry did not add to the real wealth of the country, because it simply changed the forms of things which already existed. As land was the sole origin of riches, the net product of agriculture was the only thing properly taxable. Quesnay’s chief disciple was the Marquis de Mirabeau. Another follower was a young man named Dupont de Nemours, who was to have a share in the reform movements of the next quarter century and of the Revolution. Quesnay said of him, “We must take care of this young man, for he will still speak after we are dead.” The great service which this school of thinkers rendered was to call attention to the importance of agriculture as a source of national wealth.

    The most influential member of the other group of the Economists was the Marquis de Gournay, who purchased the office of intendant of commerce in 1751. He and his friends were opposed to the policy which Colbert, the great minister of Louis XIV, had carried out in regard to industry and commerce. Instead of minute regulation he advocated the policy of freedom. His maxim was “Laisser faire et laisser passer.” He believed that competition was the most powerful spur to industrial activity. One of his followers, and a disciple of Quesnay as well, was Turgot, who in 1761 became intendant at Limoges and thirteen years later the first great reform minister of Louis XVI’s reign. Gournay’s influence was also felt through Trudaine, who was intendant of finances and had charge of the department of commerce.

    In neither Great Britain nor Germany was any such sustained attack made upon the bulwarks of the old régime. The Revolution of 1688 and the successful defense of the Hanoverian kings against the Stuart Pretenders and their Jacobite followers had taken away the principal excuse for political agitation. Parliament was now supreme. The political writers were usually on good terms with the parliamentary leaders, in whose gift were desirable offices, and they were rarely tempted to put forth radical doctrines. The most significant tendencies in English thought, aside from the Wesleyan movement, were the new interest in nature and a clearer perception of human character. The one found its earliest expression in descriptive poetry, especially Thomson Seasons, the other in Richardson’s novels of sentiment, Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison. A different phase was illustrated in Macpherson Ossion and in Percy Reliques. The interest which these poems excited proved that men were eager to please their imagination by contemplating persons and scenes altogether foreign to the narrow vision of the ordinary rationalistic philosopher of the century.

    The intellectual relations between Great Britain and France were close throughout the century. Rousseau’s writings strengthened the Romantic tendency in English literature. In economic thought the work of the Physiocrats was surpassed by Adam Smith , whose Wealth of Nations was published in 1776. Smith had resided in Paris for several months in 1765 and 1766. He was a frequent visitor at the apartments of Quesnay in the château of Versailles and he met Turgot often in the salon of Mlle. de l’Espinasse in Paris. As his own central ideas on economic life were already formed, and as he had actually begun to write his Wealth of Nations, he was not merely an interested listener. Dupont de Nemours regarded him as a follower of Quesnay, but though Smith’s admiration for Quesnay was sincere, he did his own thinking, and his argument for freedom, assuring producers a fair field and no favor, proved far more convincing than the arguments of the French economists. 

    The intellectual life of Germany showed the characteristics found everywhere in western Europe in the eighteenth century, and yet currents of thought and feeling were discernible which prophesied a more unique development. The country had been slow to recover from the wounds of the Thirty Years’ War. Furthermore, the prestige which the brilliant age of Louis XIV had given to French ideas long kept the Germans under their spell. Many a German court was a diminutive, not to say pitiable, replica of Versailles. Slowly a spirit of revolt was aroused against imitation and conventionalism. Frederick’s victory at Rossbach in 1757 over the French army gave to many Germans the feeling that they were a nation and had a future. Within his dominions this feeling could not take form in political activity, for Frederick was an autocrat. It did not express itself in factious opposition, because he convinced his people that he regarded himself as the first servant of the State. Outside of Prussia in the smaller principalities there was still less opportunity for the growth of political opinion. This did not preclude a vigorous intellectual development in other directions. The situation is illustrated in the work of Klopstock, the first great German poet of the eighteenth century. His poetry expressed at once religious idealism, a high conception of nationality, and a warm faith in the progress of mankind. His principal poem was the Messias, an epic, which was suggested by Milton’s Paradise Lost. The first three cantos were published in 1748 and won him hosts of admirers. His German patriotism prompted him to attempt to revive the figures of German antiquity, striking the same note which appears in Ossian and in the Reliques. Meanwhile, Richardson’s novels stirred German sentiment and Thomson’s Seasons found imitators. In 1766 Wieland completed his translation of twenty-two of Shakespeare’s plays, and the influence of the English dramatist began to supplant the authority of the French classical drama.

    German thought was emancipated still further under the leadership of Lessing and Herder. Although as a rationalist Lessing rebuked the bigotry of the Lutheran theologians, he criticised with equal vigor the intolerance of the philosophers. He was one of the masters of the new Humanism, which decried the slavish imitation of ancient writers characteristic of the older classical teachers. He argued for a real comprehension of the Greek spirit which would stimulate the Germans to a full expression of their own nature. Winckelmann had emphasized the same idea in his Thoughts upon Imitation of Greek Masterpieces. The new university at Göttingen became a center of this Humanism. The Germans preferred to seek their classical ideals at the sources, rather than take them second-hand from the French. At this time they turned with a fresh interest to Homer for his matchless pictures of primitive heroes. Herder extended the application of Lessing’s principle to the whole history of mankind. He was the first to make clear the fact that history is concerned with the progress of development. According to this view a national literature at each period is an expression of contemporary national life. He frankly took up the defense of the Middle Ages which the philosophers affected to despise as times of Gothic and Cimmerian darkness. They seemed to him ages of ferment, of energy, and of action. He once exclaimed, “Give us back for many reasons your reverence and superstition, your darkness and ignorance, your disorder and rudeness of manners; and take in return our light and our unbelief, our nerveless coldness and refinement, our philosophic flaccidity and human wretchedness!” Nor were revolutionary thoughts lacking in some of these writings. In Lessing Emilia Galotti the vices of princely courts were held up to scorn. Fortunately Frederick’s influence made such vices less fashionable among the great.

    The newer tendencies of German thought were hostile to much that was of French origin, but not to Rousseau’s teachings. His appeal for a return to nature found in their hearts a sympathetic response. “It is indeed impossible to conceive of the ‘Sturm and Drang’ movement without Rousseau Nouvelle Héloise and Emile.” In his system of ideas the emphasis was placed upon man. His second Discourse exerted a decisive influence upon the intellectual development of the great German philosopher Kant. To him Rousseau seemed the philosopher of the microcosm, who had “replaced Newton, the philosopher of the macrocosm.” Kant’s mind was henceforth turned aside from finespun theories of the universe and his attention was concentrated upon problems of conduct and human welfare. 

    Northern Italy was also awakening to new intellectual life under the influence of a group of men in Milan, the most notable of whom was the Marquis Cesare Beccaria. Lombardy since 1714 had belonged to Austria and the mild rule of Maria Theresa gave the Lombards a period of unwonted prosperity. Beccaria and his friends for a short time published a newspaper which discussed the legislative, economic, and literary questions of the day in a spirit of frank intelligence. They avoided the obstacle of the censorship by having their paper printed in Brescia on Venetian soil. In 1761 Beccaria published a treatise on Crimes and Punishments. He criticised the secret procedure of the courts and the cruelty of the penal law. At this time in England one hundred and sixty offenses were punishable by death. In France ordinary persons convicted of a capital offense were broken on the wheel, suffering horrible and prolonged agonies. Beccaria also protested against the use of torture to extract a confession from the suspected or evidence from the convicted criminal which might lead to the arrest of accomplices.

    The men of the eighteenth century were justified in regarding the age as full of promise. They were, however, destined to be cruelly disillusioned about the all-sufficiency of reason. The history of Europe, and especially of France, from 1763 to 1789, was to reveal the formidable obstacles which the reform spirit would be obliged to remove before its ideals could become practical realities. 

    
    
    
    
    
    



CHAPTER IV. THE WORK OF THE BENEVOLENT DESPOTS
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    THE SEVEN YEARS’ WAR HAD involved every important country of western Europe. In 1763 the first task was to restore what had been destroyed by the ravages of the struggle. The principal rulers were not content with this, but were anxious to carry out significant reforms. The most conspicuous of them, Frederick II of Prussia, Joseph II of Austria, and Charles III of Spain, have been called “Enlightened.” or “Benevolent Despots.” They were benevolent because anxious to promote the welfare of their peoples, and despots because they desired to destroy the institutions which hindered the efficiency of the royal administration and prevented them from making their will the rule of government. Their successes and failures have a still deeper interest on account of their relation to the great movement of revolutionary reform soon to begin in France. Their careers may offer a criticism or a justification, or at least an explanation, of the impatient zeal with which the French leaders applied the policy of “thorough” to the institutions of the most ancient monarchy of Europe.
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