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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

One way in which changes in historical taste and outlook are reflected—
though sometimes slowly—is in the forbidding demands of examiners and
makers of syllabuses. This series is meant to be of practical value to the
students and teachers who have to meet them. But such demands themselves
are only reflections of deeper and more important changes in historical
thinking. And that thinking must be reflected directly, as well as indirectly,
in new historical books. The Short Oxford History of the Modern World
is consciously designed to take account of the most important recent historical
work. It seems worth while, therefore, to say what the developments are
which have been thought important and how the principles of design of this
series are related to them.

One obvious change in recent historical activity has been a geographical
widening of the history we study. Parts of the world hitherto neglected,
or comparatively neglected, by historians bred in the western tradition of
scientific history are now for the first time attracting interest and attention.
In part this is a reflection of our humanitarian and political concerns: we are
coming to realize that we live in one world, and believe we ought therefore
to know more about the parts of it with which we are unfamiliar. In part,
too, it reflects changes in what is available as source-material. Whatever the
source, the impulse is beginning to make its mark in schools and colleges.
They now need books about Latin America, Africa, or Asia on the scale and
at the level of those which in the past introduced them to European or
English history.

This series will include such books, but also others on more familiar
and traditional areas of study. There is, after all, a great need for the achieve-
ments of up-to-date scholarship to be given wide currency in English and
European history. Consequently, this series is tripartite. It consists of a series
of four volumes on modern European history, in which the British Isles are
treated as a part of European society as a whole. The second group of four
volumes is more specialized, being confined to English history. The third
group will be larger and will contain introductory volumes, covering fairly
long periods, on those areas and countries which are only now beginning to
be studied widely. Some of these are conceived as of continental scope, the
projected volume on Latin America, for example. Those on the United States
and Russia, on the other hand, limit themselves to a single political entity. In
each case, the books in this stream are distinguished by being about a big and
important topic for which good introductory manuals are not yet easily
available.

The unity which binds these books together, although they will have
different levels of detail and scope, is that they all deal with the ‘modern
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world’ referred to in the title of the series. T}?is phrase, however, is to be
read in a special sense and it is this which makes the series a whole. The
subject-matter of The Short Oxford History of the Modern World is limited
in time, but the chronological limitation is not the same for each book.
Conventionally, series of books on the Modern History of different countries
line up all their runners at approximately the same starting-gate and get them
off together, whether in 1400, 1500, 1600, or any other dramatic, convenient,
or merely ‘significant’ moment. In this series we follow a different scheme.
The latest era of world history is here defined thematically, not chronologically.
It is the era in which the fundamental institutions of modern European
society first take shape and then spread round the world.

Some of these institutions are so widespread that we too readily take them
for granted—the national sovereign state, for example. Yet this is even in
Europe only a recent innovation and in many parts of the world it did not
appear until after 1945. Formally representative political systems (whether
real or fictitious) are another of Europe’s institutional exports to the world,
and there are economic ones, too, such as capitalism, or ideological ones
such as Marxist communism or Christianity. In all these instances (and many
others could be cited), we have examples of a process by which European
gradually became World civilization. Sometimes this has produced new
examples of developed ‘Western’ societies; sometimes it has led to more
striking disruptions of tradition and eventually to altogether new institutions
and cultural forms. The process, however it ends, defines an era by the break
it provides with the past. This era begins at different times in different
countries: in roughly 1500 in west European history, in about 1800 in the
case of Russia, and at an even later date in the history of China, for example.
These are the epochs in the history of different countries and regions in
which can be discerned the processes which eventually tie them into the
single world in which we live.

Besides moving to different rhythms, it is another consequence of this that
not all the books in The Short Oxford History of the Modern World will
have the same pattern. Differences in presentation are needed to bring out
differences of national and regional life. But they will form a coherent series
in a methodological sense too. They will have in common a deliberate effort
to incorporate recent research and recent thinking which has begun to change
the conventional shape of historical writing. This affects both their organiza-
tion and the proportions of their subject-matter. The core of a good history
must be the provision of the essential basic information which is necessary to
the exercise of historical imagination and judgement. But ideas about what
basic information is needed have lately been changing, for example by a new
emphasis on society and its structure at the expense of the traditional political
narrative. Historians and their public—which includes even examiners—have
begun to think that it may be more revealing to study, say, the growth of
cities in nineteenth-century England, and its repercussions, than, say, the party
struggle. This is only one example of the recent rapid popularizing of the old
idea that history is more than past politics. This series attempts to take account
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of this. Many of its authors are young scholars who, because of their own
research interests, are familiar with what is going on at the frontier of current
historical work. They and their colleagues will seek to absorb into their
accounts the flood of social, cultural, demographic, and many other sorts of
monograph which has poured out since 1945 to confuse and muddle the
ordinary historical student and the general reader.

The purpose of general books has, of course, always been to reduce to
manageable thinking the detailed scholarship of the specialists. But another
recent historical tendency has made it all the more important that this should
be done. This is the problem, facing teachers of history at all levels, of the
crumbling of boundaries which delimited and landmarks which directed their
studies. The conventional separation of English and European history is now
often an encumbrance to understanding the many processes in which this
country was as much involved as any continental state: industrialization is an
example. Another would be our changing views of the importance of certain
dates. 1917, for example, or 1941, can be defended as much more significant
breaks in the continuity of European history than 1914 or 1939. In some
places, old guidelines seem almost to have disappeared altogether.

In part these changes arise because much new evidence is becoming avail-
able; in part it is because research has addressed itself to old evidence in a new
way; in part it is a matter of changing perspective. More fundamentally, it
reflects a basic truism about history: that it is theoretically boundless, a con-
tinuing debate, and that historians in each generation re-map and re-divide its
subject-matter in accordance with their interests and the demands of society.

This series tries to provide a new map. It is bound to be provisional; that
is of the nature of general history. But general history can be scholarly in
its standards and imaginative in its presentation. Only by combining both
qualities can it provide the authoritative guidance which each generation of
readers needs if it is to pick its way through the flood of specialized studies
now pouring from what has become one of our major cultural industries.

JMR.






PREFACE

Nobody who attempts to write a survey of an immense period of history can
expect to emerge unscathed; and if what follows fails to stand on its own
merits, no amount of preliminary justification will save it. Nevertheless, one
aspect perhaps needs some explanation, and this is the absence of any section
on literature and the arts. No account of this period could be truly com-
prehensive without some treatment of its brilliant aesthetic achievements;
but to include an adequate account of them would add enormously to a text
that is already too long. Nor could I be sure of my own competence in the
various fields I should need to cover. Without this, and without illustrations,
any survey of the arts would be only too likely to become a meaningless list
of names and titles which would tell the reader very little worth knowing.
Rather than overburden him so pointlessly, I have preferred to concentrate
on matters I feel happier with. The most I can hope is that some readers will
be spurred by what they read here to explore the aesthetic side of the period
with other authors whose expertise I could never emulate.

I am enormously indebted to the researches of countless scholars on whom
I have relied for information and ideas. I hope that most of them would not
be too horrified by the use I have made of their work. I am particularly grate-
ful to John Roberts for offering me the chance to write the book, for his
helpful and indulgent editing, and for his patience in waiting for me to finish.
Utrick Casebourne, who first began criticizing my work when we were under-
graduates together, has kindly read through the whole text and made many
valuable suggestions for its improvement.

This is a York book. It has occupied most of my vacations and research
terms since I arrived here, it was written in the wonderfully congenial sur-
roundings of the J.B. Morrell library, and most of its ideas were formulated
in the stimulating atmosphere of the History Department, where my historical
education really began. I have also been writing it as long as I have been
married. My wife has typed it, read it, criticized it, cursed it, and sometimes
even praised it. This, and so much else, makes it her book too.

York, August 1977 W. D.
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INTRODUCTORY

In 1660 Europe was emerging from half a century of violent convulsions.
It was, many contemporaries thought, a ‘time of shaking’, an ‘age of iron’.
Yet until fairly recently historizns tended to ignore the Jeremiahs of the
seventeenth century. Was this not the ‘grand’, the ‘golden’, the ‘splendid’
century? The solemn magnificence of classical literature, of Baroque archi-
tecture and music, spoke for themselves. The heavy pomp of Versailles seemed
to epitomize the aspirations of a whole century. Such glories diverted atten-
tion from over forty years of savage warfare which had left no part of the
continent untouched, and from the bitter rebellions and civil wars which
had convulsed every major state at some time during that same period. And
the intellectual life of the time was seen as an inexorable progress towards
enlightenment, rather than a desperate search for certainty where all former
authorities had been called into doubt.

But since the Second World War a more sombre and tragic view of the
period has emerged, thanks largely to the statistical researches of economic
and social historians. They have been able to show that the mid-seventeenth
century was a period when the population growth of the sixteenth was
slowed down and in some areas even reversed by famines and epidemics.
They have demonstrated that the economy of Europe lost its sixteenth-
century buoyancy, that the great price-rise of that century came jerking to
an end, and that by 1660 a continent-wide agrarian depression was setting in.
These findings, taken together with the wars, rebellions, and intellectual
ferment that were already familiar, have changed our view of the mid-seven-
teenth century, and have convinced most historians that this was an age
of crisis.

Beyond that, there is little agreement. The exact nature of the crisis,
its chronology, and its general significance are all subjects of continuing
dispute. What seems clear, however, is that in 1660 in several fields the worst
was over. By the end of that year the whole continent was at peace for the
first time within most people’s memory. The last of the great rebellions had
come to an end with the restoration of Charles II in England. Descartes had
produced a method of inquiry which seemed capable of resolving every
intellectual doubt. It is true that demographic stagnation and economic
torpor would persist until the end of the century, and in many cases beyond;
but the return of relative social and political stability made them easier to
come to terms with. It would be more than a century before Europe was to
undergo so general a crisis again.












1. Fundamentals: Population,
Prices, and Agriculture

In basic economic terms, the lives of most men were not much different in
1800 from what they had been 140 years before. The European economy
remained overwhelmingly agricultural and the pattern of agriculture in
most areas had hardly changed. Agricultural inertia was perhaps the basic
economic fact of the period. Yet important changes had taken place, with
wide ramifications. Certain areas had revolutionized their agriculture. The
population of Europe was much larger in 1800 than in 1660. The cost of
living had soared. Such changes made the details of men’s lives very different
from those of their ancestors—even if individuals were scarcely aware of them.

Demographic Recovery

Population is power. Political thinkers agreed that this was self-evident and
most believed that, in comparison with ancient times, the world was under-
populated. One of the major problems of politics seemed to be how to stimu-
late population growth. ‘Europe’, wrote Montesquieu in 1748, ‘is still today
in need of laws which favour the propagation of the human race.’’ This
orthodoxy did not go completely unchallenged. Hume, the most perceptive
mind of the age, denied in 1752 that the ancient world was more populous
than the modern. Several decades of controversy followed, in the course
of which emerged the doctrine later to be named after its most lucid expositor,
Malthus, that population presses constantly upon the limit of resources.
But how well founded was the belief in Europe’s depopulation? :

In general terms it was groundless. Between 1660 and 1800 the populatlon
of Europe almost doubled, rising from around 100 million to 187 million.
The greatest increase took place in the second half of the period. The average
annual rate of increase between 1650 and 1750 was 2-4 per thousand, whereas
between 1750 and 1800 it was 4 per thousand. The late seventeenth century
and the early decades of the eighteenth were periods, if not of depopulation,
at least of relative stability. But by the time the question became contro-
versial, the population had begun to soar.

The general trend concealed important regional differences. Some areas
saw a very modest rise, such as the Dutch republic with its 10 per cent. Even
France, with over 25 per cent, was unremarkable for the age, although en-
tirely typical in that most of this growth came after 1740. In any case, with
19 or 20 million inhabitants in 1700, France had a head start on the rest of
Europe. Her 26 millions in the 1790s were surpassed only by Russia. But

1 Esprit des lois, Bk. XXIII, ch. XXVI.
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other regions made far faster progress, especially those that had been most
stagnant in the seventeenth century. Italy went from 13 millions to 18
millions, Spain from 7-5 millions to 10-5 millions. The British Isles, where
growth had never stopped, saw the population of England and Wales go from
under 6 millions in 1700 to over 9 millions a century later, while Ireland
went from 3 millions in 1725 to around 5 millions in 1800. In Germany it
took until the 1730s to recover the population levels of before the Thirty
Years War, but after that some eastern regions saw increases of 100 per cent
or more. The most spectacular advances came in the east, where the Russian
population rose by 70 per cent (to well over 30 millions), and that of Hungary
trebled.

The greatest advances resulted from immigration and colonization. Ger-
man settlers flooded into Hungary and southern Russia as the Turkish power
shrank and frontier regions became more stable. Brandenburg—Prussia was
repeopled after the Seven Years War with immigrants from southern Germany.
Empty areas attractive to colonists tended to have high birth-rates, since the
easy availability of land made early marriage and consequently longer periods
of fertility possible. Yet population also soared in areas such as Ireland or
Spain, from which many immigrants originated; so clearly other forces were
also at work. Most historical demographers believe that the general increase
was caused not so much by a rising birth-rate, as a declining death-rate. But
what was responsible for this?

Most dramatic was the disappearance of plague. In 1660 it was still one of
Europe’s greatest scourges: by 1760 it had disappeared from the west and was
obviously waning in the east. The great London plague of 1665, in which
100,000 people died, was the last major outbreak in the British Isles. The
murderous outbreak in Provence in 1720, when nearly half the 90,000
inhabitants of Marseilles perished, was the last in France. In Spain the last
major epidemic ended in 1685, in Austria in 1713, in Italy in 1743. Im-
provements in quarantine were one reason for the decline; although it is
impossible to say how far such organized counter-measures were responsible
for the crucial disappearance of the black rat, with its infection-bearing
fleas. Plague persisted longest in eastern Europe, where quarantine was less
well organized and wars and civil disruption more frequent and far-reaching.
In such conditions both rats and human carriers moved about freely. During
the great Northern War the epidemic of 170813 ravaged the whole theatre
and far beyond; Danzig and Copenhagen lost a third or more of their inhabi-
tants and less spectacular effects were felt in south Germany and even Italy.
There were heavy losses in Russia during the massive upheavals of the 1770s.
Besides, other diseases persisted; there were no appreciable medical or hygienic
improvements, except for certain of the very rich, who benefited slowly from
such crude preventives as smallpox inoculation. Smallpox, though perhaps in
long-term decline, is the disease by which literature remembers the eighteenth
century, yet typhoid, dysentery, typhus, and syphilis continued to be endemic
and sometimes epidemic.

The growth of population coincided with a decline in the scale and intensity

—
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of warfare. The years from 1672 to 1721 saw massive operations and huge
armies sweeping across most of Europe, but between 1721 and 1792 the scale,
frequency, and length of wars were more restricted and armies in the field
were smaller and better disciplined. The eighteenth century consequently
saw a decline in the civil disruption, requisitioning, looting, destruction of
crops, spread of infections, and other problems which war always entailed.

The fundamental question remained that of the food supply. European
agriculture undoubtedly had the spare capacity to sustain a growth in popula-
tion, as it had done in the sixteenth century; and there was less land under
cultivation in the late seventeenth century than a hundred years before. Yet
the populace remained perilously at the mercy of harvest failures and famine.
The early 1660s were lean years throughout Europe. The 1690s were disastrous,
with high rates of mortality everywhere. The famine in Finland, in 16967,
carrying off as many as a third of the population, was the worst in modern
European history. The winter of 1709, when people died in the streets of
Paris from cold and hunger, was remembered in France for decades. But this
great crisis was the last. Eighteenth-century famines no longer brought
massive mortality, either in France or in other parts of western and northern
Europe. This development was revolutionary, heralding a new pattern of
population growth without periodic severe and devastating crises. The reason
for this must have been partly that plague no longer aggravated food crises
and partly that the parochial economy of so many areas was breaking down,
with more supplies arriving from further afield. The spread of new higkh.-
yield staples, such as maize or potatoes, also played a part. The Netherlands,
Catalonia, and England benefited from agricultural revolutions which trans-
formed their food-producing capacity. But though most of Europe remained
untouched by such developments, the population still rose. This suggests that
more basic forces may have been at work, such as a change in the climate. In
the late sixteenth century, a shift from a ‘continental’ type of climate to a
more ‘maritime’ pattern, cooler and damper in spring and summer, was not
favourable to cereal production. A slow return of warmer, drier summers
as the eighteenth century progressed may have improved the yield of cereals.
In addition there is some evidence that better cereals, such as wheat, were
spreading at the expense of others, perhaps again as the result of climatic
improvement.

The causes of the demographic recovery of the eighteenth century were
complex, and remain controversial. What is certain is that it was one of the
most momentous developments of the century, whose consequences affected
all aspects of life. The demand for food created by a larger population helped
to stimulate agricultural improvements and land clearance. In heavily popu-
lated areas it also led to land hunger and an increase in vagabondage. Growing
markets accelerated the development of trade and the exploitation of colonial
supplies. Towns, after a century or more of relative stagnation, began to
expand again. Armies, so long constrained in their tactics by shortages of
manpower, were able by the 1790s to fight on a new and more aggressive
scale. Manufacturers were able to draw on cheap and plentiful labour for



8 Economy

4
large-scale production. The list is endless; and although in none of these
cases was population growth the only force at work, its fundamental impor-
tance cannot be doubted. The only development of comparable general
significance was the rise in prices.

Price Movements

The later seventeenth century may have been dismal and tragic, but for those
who survived its wars, famines, and epidemics, it was at least a time of cheap
living. The great price-rise, beginning in the sixteenth century, had come to
an end by 1660, to be followed by almost a century of price stability. Food-
stuffs were relatively cheap and stable until the late 1680s. The early 1690s
and the late 1700s saw catastrophic harvests combined with warfare and epi-
demics, which led to a rise in average prices until about 1720. Then followed
another twenty or thirty years of cheap food, as war and epidemics receded
and harvests, despite occasional general failures like that of 1740, tended to
improve. From around 1750 prices for most commodities began to rise
again throughout Europe and continued to do so, at an accelerating rate, into
the next century.

The movement of prices was closely linked with that of population. The
years from 1660 to around 1750, when population was static or moved only
sluggishly, saw the general index of prices behaving in a similar way. Relative
price stability reflected the limited demands of a static population. Then,
from the mid-eighteenth century, as population began to rise, so did prices.
In England a population rise of almost a half over the whole century was
accompanied by almost a threefold rise in the price of cereals. In Spain
population rose over the century by 43 per cent, but most prices almost
doubled. Between the 1730s and the 1780s the French population rose by
about 20 per cent, whereas prices went up by 62 per cent. It is striking that
the price-rise, once begun, outstripped that of population. It suggests that,
although the two were obviously linked, population was not the only factor
affecting prices.

The supply of precious metals, for example, may also have played an
important part. In the early seventeenth century a considerable fall in the
supply of silver from Spanish Peru led to a boom in copper. But the rush into
copper coins solved few problems; copper merely tended to drive out the
silver left in circulation. In Sweden, Europe’s main copper producer, the
introduction of a copper standard produced a currency of unmanageable
size, then led to a disastrous experiment with paper money, and finally
reduced the country to a natural economy. In Poland the issue of copper
coins between 1659 and 1666 produced a 50 per cent fall in the real value
of the grosz before the experiment was discontinued. In Russia the depreciation
of the currency following a similar innovation ended only after riots of
protest rocked Moscow in 1662 and forced its abandonment. In Spain the
overissue of copper coins produced wild inflation, which successive recalls,
revaluations, and debasements did nothing to check. By 1680 copper accounted
for 95 per cent of the specie circulating in Spain. A devaluation of certain
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coins in 1664 had produced only a temporary respite from inflation, and by
1680 the silver premium on copper coinage had reached 275 per cent. In
these desperate circumstances the government devalued copper coinage to
one quarter of its 1660 value, with the result that wholesale prices crashed
by 45 per cent. Although copperinflation affected all countries, most avoided
the extreme fate of Sweden or Spain by limiting new mintings before the
situation got out of control. But without this element of inflation prices
might well have fallen more than they did over Europe as a whole between
1660 and 1680.

Such was the true influence of metal supply on prices—it restrained or
emphasized movement already under way. Few people now believe that
Spanish silver was the decisive factor in the price-rise of the sixteenth century,
although most agree that it did play some part. Until recently it was believed
that price stability after 1660 was connected in some way with a fall in silver
shipments in the seventeenth century. We now know, however, that these
shipments recovered strikingly after 1660, at the very time when prices had
stopped rising.? From the 1690s Mexican silver mines began a production which
maintained itself steadily throughout the subsequent century. Between then
and the 1760s fabulous gold deposits found in the Minas Gerais, in Brazil, swel-
led the flow, so that by 1703 more gold had been produced there than had been
mined throughout the world for two centuries. Yet all this time prices in
Europe remained steady. When eventually they did begin to rise, these vastly
extended supplies of bullion must have sustained the trend, especially in
Spain and Portugal. Price inflation in the later eighteenth century was steeper
in the Iberian peninsula than over most other parts of Europe. Much of the
gold flowing into Portugal flowed out again through trade with England,
where it probably influenced prices and certainly facilitated the establishment
of a gold standard. The eighteenth century saw a more general trend towards
stabilizing the value of coinage. Portugal also acquired a gold standard, Spain
had stabilized her volatile currency by 1725,and in 1726 the French currency
was given the value it retained until the Revolution. Spain and Portugal were
not able to maintain stability for long, and inflation of the coinage returned
in the last three decades of the century; but at least they had enjoyed half a
century of unaccustomed monetary calm. Spain’s later problems were aggra-
vated by paper money, which failed to retain its value. Wherever such currency
was introduced in the later eighteenth century, the effect was the same and
the rise in prices was only accelerated. The notorious and catastrophic paper
inflations of the American and French revolutions are only the two most
extreme examples of what usually resulted when governments succumbed
too precipitately to the temptations of a paper currency. Even so, these paper
inflations came on top of a price level which was already rising. Increases in
bullion supply or other such monetary developments could only sustain the
rise. It is unlikely that they caused it.

? See M. Morineau, ‘D’Amsterdam 4 Séville: de quelle réalité I’histoire des prix
est-elle le miroir?’, Annales E.S.C. (1968).
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The most convincing explanation of why prices rose faster than population
lies in the state of harvests, which caused the price of cereals to fluctuate
wildly from year to year. A few bad years, such as 1693—4, 17089, or
1740—1 could push up the average price for several years. So the average
level of the 1690s and the 1700s was higher than that of decades either side,
and the 1740s saw the beginning of the general rise of the later eighteenth
century. In the absence of any long, abnormal run of good harvests, such as
those of the 1670s and 1680s, or the 1720s and 1730s, the average price
after a rise tended not to fall as low as it had been before. In a time of popu-
lation growth, alternating short periods of good and bad harvests, such as
characterized the later eighteenth century, steadily pushed up the general
price level. Grain set the level of most other agricultural commodities; and
eventually other prices, though far less temperamental, tended to follow
the trend.

Not everybody was directly affected by price movements, because not
everybody used money. Most transactions in Europe were probably still
conducted by barter, no money passing at all. Nor were such procedures
altogether primitive and inconvenient. When currency collapsed, as it did in
Sweden in the 1660s, the state survived by collecting taxes and rents in kind.
In the 1690s the French economist Vauban recommended Louis XIV to levy
a tax in kind of one-tenth, to ease accurate assessment; and between 1725
and 1726 there was a short-lived attempt to introduce a levy in kind of one-
fiftieth. After prices began to rise later in the century, the attractions of
taxation in kind increased; it seemed an easier way to tax rising agricultural
profits than by costly reassessment in the teeth of the taxpayer’s hostility.
Property owners were not deceived; they knew from experience that if they
were owed rents or dues in kind they would reap the full benefit of the rise
and only their tenants would suffer. In this way even the millions who con-
tinued to live under a largely natural economy were not immune from the
indirect effects of price fluctuations. The fate of the peasantry in eastern
Europe was also intimately connected with the price that lords could obtain
for their produce. Peasants had owed their decline into a new serfdom largely
to the sixteenth-century price-rise. The relative scarcity, and therefore costli-
ness, of labour in the later seventeenth century ensured that there would be
no return to gentler conditions.

Labour was the one commodity whose price did not follow the general
trend. Demographic stagnation in the later seventeenth century ensured that
labour was relatively scarce and relatively dear. Real wages were high. But
when the population began to grow, so did the supply of labour. Consequently
wages failed to keep pace with rising prices and there was a fall in the stan-
dard of living of wage-earners. Not everybody was a wage-earner. An important
proportion of peasants fell outside this category. But the less secure sections
of rural society, those who did not enjoy enough land to assure self-sufficiency
or those with none at all, depended at least partially on wages. So did the
inhabitants of towns. These groups lived relatively well in the seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries, although short-term rises in food prices
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following harvest failures could rapidly eliminate the gains of years. Then,
from around 1750, a general deterioration set in. Some areas escaped it. The
labour-intensive agriculture of Catalonia was never over-supplied, so wages,
which in the early eighteenth century had been uncharacteristically low,
kept up with prices in the long run. The expanding industries of northern
England also needed all the labour they could get, and paid for it. Neverthe-
less between 1760 and 1795 the cost of living in England as a whole rose by
at least 30 per cent, whereas wages rose only by 25 per cent. In rural regions
untouched by industrialization and in older, well-populated areas like London
the position was less favourable. In France the disparities were far worse:
wages rose very slowly over the century, on average about 26 per cent from
the 1730s; yet the cost of living rose by 62 per cent. In Spain between 1750
and 1800, with the exception of Catalonia, cereal prices doubled but wages
rose only some 20 per cent. Even as far away as the Urals prices rose rapidly
from the 1770s, and the government-regulated wages paid to factory workers
failed to keep pace.

So the economic position of labour deteriorated in the later eighteenth
century. But the preceding age of cheaper living was hardly more favourable
to the working population in other ways. Scarcity of labour had induced
political authorities to restrict its mobility wherever they could. The English
Settlement Law of 1662 tended to keep unemployed labour where it was,
and so to keep wages down. In Scotland between 1641 and 1672 coalminers
were reduced to serfdom and the 1690s saw abortive attempts to extend
this status to other workers. In Sweden the Hiring Act of 1686 restricted
the number of workers that commoners might employ, to the benefit of
aristocratic employers, and for a time in the eighteenth century peasants
were forbidden to keep more than a certain number of children at home.
But as usual, it was the east-European serf who suffered most, as lords in
Russia, Poland, and the Habsburg lands sought to extend forced labour
services while at the same time curbing the serf’s means of resistance. When
population began once more to grow, lords still found reasons for continu-
ing the process, because free labour seemed the cheapest of all and apparently
maximized rising agricultural profits. Thus in many places the price-rise had
the paradoxical effect of accelerating or intensifying developments which
originated in completely opposite conditions.

A Backward Agriculture

Just as price changes might accelerate trends in employment which they did
not cause, so higher profits might retard agricultural change as much as
promote it. If the old methods were more profitable as demand grew, why
change them? And for most of our period, agriculture lacked the stimulus
of growing demand to encourage improvement. It is little wonder that in 1800
most of European agriculture was as technologically primitive as it had been,
not just in 1660, but for centuries beforehand.

In the far north and east of the continent, in the forests of Finland, Russia,
and parts of Poland, many communities lived simply by burning a section of
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forest, growing crops for several years on ash-enriched soil, and then repeating
the process elsewhere when the land was exhausted. In more densely settled
areas, agriculture required more regular organization, and found it in the
system of open fields which dominated grain-growing areas throughout the
continent. Open fields were usually common fields; every family in a com-
munity had a stake in them. They were usually cultivated in strips, each strip
being assigned to one man. In this way labour was evenly divided and all parts
of a field assured of attention. The system was directed to the production of
large yields, all strips in the same field growing the same crop at the same
time. Yet there were obvious disadvantages. Every cultivator was forced to
move at the pace of the slowest and most primitive; individuals could not
make innovations or experiments without the concurrence of their neigh-
bours; common rights, such as gleaning after harvest or free-range grazing
by cattle, also diminished the autonomy of individual strip cultivators. In
addition, lords usually enjoyed certain pre-eminent rights detrimental to agri-
culture, such as freedom to hunt over common fields, to keep doves or rabbits,
and increasingly they tried to consolidate and enclose their demesnes. In the
west such enclosures had long existed. In Poland and the Habsburg lands the
process of demesne enclosure was one of the characteristic trends of the
eighteenth century; while in Russia even in 1800 the demesne of many lords
was still made up of strips scattered among those of their serfs so that they
themselves had no opportunity for innovation and their land suffered from
the same depredations as that of the serfs. The yield of such consensus agricul-
ture depended largely upon the methods favoured by-the consensus.

Unfortunately, methods were not progressive. Grain cannot be fruitfully
grown on the same land for several consecutive years. It must therefore be
rotated. In Mediterranean Europe, and in the cold far north where winter
corn could not be sown, a two-field, two-year rotation was generally prac-
tised—one year grain, one year fallow. Northern and central Europe mostly
followed a three-year system of winter corn, spring corn, and then fallow.
A field lying fallow was not all waste. Cattle might be pastured on it and
manure it at the same time. But the quality of the pasture was poor, and
consequently so were the cattle and their manure. The system of rotation
required crops which restored the soil yet sustained cattle more fruitfully
than the usual combination of common pasture and fallow. In most of
Europe, even by 1800, there was little sign of this.

Livestock was as much the key to the situation as crop-rotation. Its
poor quality required improvement. Yet selective breeding, except of horses,
was practically unknown and certainly unpractised. Artificial water meadows
with their lush grass for fattening cattle, were complex to manage and unsuited
to common cultivation. Rare in the west, they were practically non-existent
in the east. There was a general shortage of manure. The largest source of
animal manure in Europe, the vast flocks of the Mesta, the Spanish wool
monopoly, was completely wasted on the flocks’ own exclusive sheep-walks.
But there was also a shortage of livestock itself, the main source of motive
power. Weak and under-developed animals pulled ploughs badly and could
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manage only small loads, to the detriment of both production and transport.
Yet more livestock could be reared only at the expense of crops designed
for human consumption. Since there was rarely enough food to sustain many
cattle in winter, most had to be killed off each autumn, with consequent
loss of meat and manure. Finally, cattle were subject to diseases. Preventive
measures were crude; humans died in their thousands and even tens of thou-
sands, but cattle plagues carried off hundreds of thousands of beasts. Govern-
ments might order the closure of markets, preventive slaughter, and burying
of infected carcasses, but disease spread most rapidly in wartime, when the
civil authority of governments was often weakest and great peripatetic herds
followed armies around to keep them supplied. Serious epidemics swept the
whole of Europe in the war years between 1711 and 1714, and 1744 and 1745.

Structural weaknesses.were aggravated by primitive-techniques. Corn was
still sown broadcast, the most haphazard of methods. Ploughs merely scratched
the surface of the soil, hardly turning it over,> and three, four, or even more
ploughings were normal before land was ready to be sown. In southern and
south-eastern areas, ploughs were often drawn by oxen, a slower and less
economical means of propulsion than horses (in the 1780s there were still
almost twice as many oxen in Europe as horses). The more effective the
plough, the heavier it would be and the larger the team required to pull it.
The best ploughs required more animals than most peasants could muster,
not to mention extra hands beside the ploughman to tend them. Then at
harvest time most work was still done by the sickle, rather than the more
economical scythe; Peter I of Russia was unable to promote a general change-
over to the scythe and as far west as France attempts by large landowners
to promote its use encountered the conservative hostility of smaller cultivators.

Poor communications helped to perpetuate all these circumstances. Away
from coasts, navigable rivers, and the great highways of exceptional areas
such as eighteenth-century France, communications were atrocious. Roads
were often little more than muddy and treacherous tracks; even quite short
distances made the costs of transport prohibitive to all but the largest con-
veyors. This put production for distant markets beyond the resources of most
small men, encouraging self-sufficiency as the highest ideal, rather than
providing incentives to produce a marketable surplus. Small producers tended
to sell any surpluses to larger neighbours, often their own lords, who could
pay low monopoly prices—an uninviting market. Although these goods
swelled a lord’s own marketable surplus, he was not always able to reach
the most favourable market owing to restrictions laid by governments on
grain exports in the interests of avoiding local famines and civil disturbances.
Throughout the eighteenth century reforming economists repeatedly de-
nounced restrictions on inter-provincial and international trade in grain,
as prejudicial to the general level of productivity. ‘The progress of commerce
and agriculture’, wrote the physiocrat Quesnay in 1757, ‘go together;
export only ever carries off a superfluity which would not exist without

3 On stony and shallow soils, on the other hand, this was perhaps for the best, a fact
dogmatic agronomes sometimes failed to realize.
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it* But governmental moves to implement the logic of such ideas were hesi-
tant, even late in the century, and often coincided with famines on a scale to
tax the best-regulated system—as in France in 1775 or the late 1780s, or in
Spain in the 1790s. Only areas which exported their best grain and existed
on staples made from inferior strains—Poland for instance—allowed an un-
restricted trade.

Finally agriculture was retarded by social factors—attitudes to profits,
systems of inheritance, the distribution of landownership, thq‘ form of leases.
In most of Europe these conditions, though varied, were more or Tess pre-
judicial to improvement. The largest properties were invariably owned by
noblemen, and the prejudice among them against working their own lands was
almost universal. This resulted in a reluctance to plough agricultural profits
back into the land and a preference for spending them in conspicuous con-
sumption. There was thuslittle money for financing improvements. ‘Whenever
you stumble on a Grand Seigneur,” wrote Arthur Young, the English agro-
nome, ‘even one that was worth millions, you are sure to find his property
a desert.’® This was an exaggeration; but certainly very little revenue was
earmarked for improvement on most great estates.

Smaller landowners too were often plagued by the laws of inheritance. In
most countries the law stipulated some sort of division between heirs. It was
often possible to favour one heir above others, but seldom to avoid any
division at all. Entails to keep estates together were obtainable in Spain,
Italy, and much of Germany, but although their legal status grew stronger
as time went on, only those who could afford expensive lawyers could
draw them up, and they were often used to build up vast neglected latifundia.
Those who could have benefited most from the stability of property which
resulted from entails—smaller or middling proprietors—either could not
afford them or were unwilling to disinherit their dependents. Nor did agrarian
reformers, who often criticized entails on the grounds that they immobilized
the land market, see their potential value to small proprietors. The French
revolutionaries abolished them. Reforming Spanish ministers would have
liked to. Yet the stability born of primogeniture underlay the advanced
agriculture of Catalonia and of England.

Conditions of tenure were important too. ‘Give a man the cerurc possession
of a bleak rock, and he will tum it into a garden; give him a nine year lease of
a garden, and he will convert it into a desert’—thus Young, exaggerating again,®
but rightly claiming that modes of tenure had crucial ramifications. In
tenurial terms, Europe could be broadly divided into lands where serfdom
existed and lands where it did not.

Agricultural Inertia : Serf Europe”
Serfdom, like slavery, looked cheap and profitable. A captive labour force

4 Encyclopédie, art. Grains.

* Travels in France during the years 1787, 1788, and 1789. 29 Aug. 1787.
¢ Ibid., 30 July 1787.

7 See also below, p. 96—102.



Fundamentals : Population, Prices and Agriculture 15

worked without pay, and since serfs paid their lord dues as well as working
for him, their condition seemed a positive improvement on slavery. The
difference between the two was not easy to see, but Adam Smith summed it
up succinctly:

In the ancient state of Europe [he wrote in 177681 the occupiers of land
were all tenants at will. They were all or almost all slaves; but. . .they were
supposed to belong more directly to the land than to their master. They
could, therefore, be sold with it, but not separately. . .This species of slavery
still subsists in Russia, Poland, Hungary, Bohemia, Moravia, and other parts
of Germany.

Serfdom, then, was bondage to the land—although in Russia by Smith’s time
even this essential link had fallen into decay. But whether peasants were
bound to the land or to their master, the difference in economic terms was
minimal. From the Elbe to the Urals agriculture was conducted on broadly
the same principles, which only accentuated the technological backwardness
of this vast area. In reality serf agriculture was neither cheap, nor efficient,
nor (by western standards at least) particularly profitable.

The heart of the problem was that the serf had no incentives to increase
production, either for himself or his lord. His tenure was often uncertain. In
Russia he was liable to be moved wherever his master thought fit, and even
when this did not occur, frequent redistributions of holdings for taxation
purposes (from which there was no appeal) had similar consequences. In the
more settled areas of Hungary, away from the Turkish frontier, lords might
force their serfs to exchange their strips for inferior ones of the lord’s choice.
In eastern parts of Germany a lord might deprive a serf, or prevent land from
passing to his heirs, whenever he liked. Such practices meant that many
peasants never acquired a sustained interest in any particular piece of land.
Nor was it of much consequence to most lords that they should. Throughout
eastern Europe during this period there was a constant movement towards
the enlargement of estates and their exploitation as single units (Gutsherr-
schaft). In Russia, Poland, Hungary, and Bohemia absentee magnates owned
vast stretches of territory, which the obligation of Russian nobles to serve
the state (until 1762) made absenteeism in effect official policy. Such lords
cared for little but their regular revenues. They had no interest in promoting,
encouraging, or even acquiescing in improvements. Men who owned so much
saw increasing yields here or there as marginal and took no steps to favour them.

The most important disincentive, however,was the burden of services
serfs owed to their lords in return for the plots they held. Services could take
the form of dues in cash or in kind, or forced labour. Generally speaking the
relative scarcity of labour in the seventeenth century intensified the demand
for forced labour. At the same time the stabilization of prices led lords to
consolidate and extend their demesnes at the expense of better serf holdings
in order to maintain their profits. This too swelled the demand for labour: by
1700 three days of forced labour a week seems to have been usual throughout

8 Wealth of Nations, Bk. IIl, ch.2. Serfdom had in fact only been abolished in
Smith’s rative Scotland the year before!



16 " Economy

4
eastern Europe and everywhere lords might exact more on special occasions,
such as harvest time. On the large estates of central Russia, Poland, or Bohemia,
yet more time might be taken up in travelling to and from work. The inevit-
able result was that the serf’s own land received inadequate attention and was
often neglected at the most crucial times, when the lord’s work took priority
but there was the same urgency for everybody. Nor did lords themselves
escape the consequences of unrewarded labour. It would be a sin, a Russian
serf told the agrarian reformer Alexander Radischev in the 1780s, to work the
same way for a master as for oneself: ‘No matter how hard you work for the
master, no one will thank you for it.”

Some lords, who saw this clearly enough, attempted to diminish labour
services while increasing dues. In Russia the early eighteenth century wit-
nessed a steady expansion of the number of peasants subjected to dues. In
the Habsburg lands, lords exacted a regular one-sixth of a peasant’s produce,
plus a host of incidental and occasional fees and dues. In times of stable
prices, the tendency was to commute as many dues as possible into cash pay-
ments, with the implication that a peasant must produce for the market to
raise the cash. This ought to have been a spur to improvement, but since,
thanks to poor communications most peasants were unable to reach the
market except through the lord himself, the process was self-defeating.
Alternatively peasants took other work in order to earn wages, and neglected
their land all the more. Besides, the price-rise of the later eighteenth century
diminished the attraction of dues in cash, and in Russia there was a reversion
to dues in kind and indeed a revival of forced labour, hitherto in full decline.

To all this must be added the unreliability of the serf labour force. A
serf’s life, especially in Russia, was harsh, and if it proved too much he
might always take the risk of running away. To the Pole or the Hungarian
the wild but free frontier regions, though menaced by the Turks, were tempt-
ingly close. Southern Hungary was an area of free communities, at least until
the later eighteenth century, to which the Habsburg government was pre-
pared to welcome colonists without too much inquiry into their origin.
Frederick II of Prussia annoyed his neighbours after 1763 by his vigorous
policy of attracting immigrants on favourable terms. The Cossack regions of
south-eastern Russia and empty Siberia beyond the Urals also welcomed a
steady stream of refugees from bondage. The astonishing numbers of peasants
absconding had obvious damaging effects on the stability of the labour force.
So did the conscription imposed in Russia by Peter I upon the most able-
bodied. Perhaps worst of all, in terms of the disruption they caused, were
the constant rebellions that were almost part of the system itself.'® Huge
risings such as that of Stenka Razin or Pugachev, whose driving forces in-
cluded peasant hatred for landlords, immobilized the economic life of whole
provinces. So did the petty local revolts which were almost an everyday

389 Cuoted in R. and E. Forster, European Society in the Eighteenth Century (1969),
138.

19 See below, p. 117—-125.
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occurrence. They were at least as destructive as the visitations of international
warfare which periodically devastated these eastern lands.

The result of all these adverse circumstances was a lamentably low level
of productivity, and indeed a declining one. The average yield of crops sown
iri eastern Europe between 1550 and 1700 fell by 17 per cent. In western
Europe between 1500 and 1800 grain could be expected in a good year to
yield six or sevenfold for every seed sown, and in advanced areas the ratio
had reached well over 10:1 by the later eighteenth century. In the east it
remained constant at just over 4:1. In Poland it had reached 5:1 in the six-
teenth century, but 200 years later it had fallen to between 3 and 4:1. All
classes, landlords and serfs alike, lost by this, but inevitably the peasant
suffered most. In Hungary where seignorial dues ate up nearly 16 per cent of
an average peasant’s income, the loss of income during periods of forced
labour must have been equivalent to far more. In those parts of Germany
in which lords enjoyed the benefits of Gutsherrschaft, but where forced
labour had been commuted for cash payments, dues took between 30 and
40 per cent of a peasant’s income. Such payments came before royal taxes,
which also took a substantial share, further depressing any surplus. Thus, on
the vast domains of the archbishop of Gniezno, in Poland, production in the
eighteenth century was still 6 per cent less than in the sixteenth century on
the lord’s demesne, but the production of the serfs on their own lands was
37 per cent less. For all the technical backwardness and other drawbacks
that hindered agricultural advance, the institution of serfdom itself, with
its burdens, was the greatest obstacle of all.

By the mid-eighteenth century this realization was spreading, if only as a
by-product of controversies about colonial slavery. ‘The experience of all
ages and nations’, Adam Smith believed, ‘. ..demonstrates that work done
by slaves, though it appears to cost only their maintenance, is in the end the
dearest of any. . .The planting of sugar and tobacco can afford the expense of
slave cultivation. The raising of corn, it seems, in the present times, cannot.’!
But such arguments made no impression east of the Elbe, where serf owners
could imagine no other form of economic organization and where the only
debate turned upon how they could screw most out of the peasants. Where
criticism occurred, it was based upon more abstract humanitarian grounds,
often invoked by governments when (as they increasingly did) they began to
attack or undermine serfdom. Humanitarianism was not their most important
reason in practice: what they wanted was a higher tax-yield from the peasantry,
unlikely to be obtained so long as lords monopolized their serfs’ productive
energies. The demands of lords were therefore diminished only to increase
those of the state. The idea of improving agriculture by such means was
hardly considered.

Agricultural Inertia: Peasant Europe
All serfs were peasants, but not all peasants were serfs. In south and west

'Y Wealth of Nations, loc. cit.
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Germany, Sweden, France, Spain, and Italy the bulk of the peasantry were
free men in that they were not legally bound to someone else’s soil. Such
islands of bondage as did persist—for instance in Franche Comté—had mostly
disappeared. Yet the absence of legal bondage seldom diminished economic
bondage to large proprietors, nor did it mean that services to lords did not
exist. The main difference was that in the west lordship did not always imply
ownership. Dues, and sometimes labour services, could be exacted by lords
who did not own land and from proprietors who did. In Germany this complex
of rights was known as Grundherrschaft, in France as directe.

The organization of land was therefore more complex and diverse in the
west than in the east. In Sweden in 1700 the peasants owned about one-
third of theland, whereas 150 years earlier they had owned a half. Their small
plots had been easy to absorb into the larger units owned by the nobility. By
1700 crown and nobility held about equal amounts, around one-third each.
Many (but not all) noble estates tended to be consolidated into large manors
producing for the market, but crown lands were usually leased out piecemeal;
so over two-thirds of Sweden was cultivated on a small scale, while the rest
was worked by landless labourers. Fiscal laws discouraged the division of
inheritances, but property was nevertheless supposed to be divided between
heirs and tiny units were increasingly common as the eighteenth century
progressed—not the most propitious situation for agricultural progress.

In Spain the majority of the rural population was landless, neither owning
nor renting property. Yet this majority was concentrated in central and
southern districts, areas of noble latifundia managed for their absentee
owners by profiteering stewards. In northern districts only a quarter of the
population had no land to work for themselves, and small peasant properties
were common. Renting in small plots was even more usual, with renters out-
numbering peasant proprietors by nearly a half. Their leases were invariably
long, but with the rise in agricultural prices in the later eighteenth century
holders tended to sublet for short periods of a few years and then to renew
the sublease at an increased rate. Often several levels of subletting developed,
with disastrous results, since any profit from the land was rapidly eaten up
in rents and the property itself exhausted for short-term gains.

Perhaps the most glaring example of short-term exploitation was to be
found in Sicily, whose inhabitants lived by the export of wheat, most of it
grown on large estates in the hands of the nobility. The recession of popula-
tion of the seventeenth century, with its attendant shortages of labour and
stagnation of grain prices, induced landlords to offer long or perpetual leases
of small parcels of their estates for fixed rents. In the eighteenth century
the recovery of the market and the price-rise made such arrangements less
attractive; new leases were no longer offered, and old ones were unilaterally
terminated. To replace them lords introduced a short lease of three to six
years comprising a whole estate. The lessee was required to pay rent in ad-
vance, in return for which he was given a free hand to exploit an estate until
the lease fell in. This led to overcropping and exhaustion of the cornfields,
neglect of even the most elementary principles of rotation, deafforestation,
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and slaughter of stock on a grand scale, not to mention the screwing of the
maximum out of the unfortunate peasants who actually worked the land,
normally under very unfavourable sharecropping contracts.

France was a country of sufficient size and climatic and geographical
variety that most types of tenure and cultivation were represented there,
from the serfdom of Franche Comté to scattered allodial islands of free
tenure, from the sophisticated rotations of Walloon Flanders to the forest-
burning dirt-farming of the Mayenne. French trunk roads were the best
in Europe by the eighteenth century, but when it came to reaching distant
markets this advantage was outweighed by internal tolls and government
restrictions designed to promote provincial self-sufficiency. Seignorial rights
were still strong. In 1660 perhaps just less than half the land belonged to the
peasantry, a third to the nobility, a tenth to the church. The last two cate-
gories owned most of the seignorial rights. By 1789 the peasants’ share had
probably fallen somewhat, to the benefit of bourgeois initially, but the
nobility ultimately, since the bourgeois normally used their land as a basis for
social climbing. The number of the landless had increased. The largest holdings
were always in noble, rather than peasant, hands; they tended to be larger
and easier to keep together in the north than in the south. The small plots
of peasant proprietors suffered from endless subdivision under all the various
laws of inheritance coexisting in France. This alone was enough to prevent
much progress. When peasants innovated, it was in desperation, because other
crops failed, rather than with the intention of maximizing profits—potatoes
for example were introduced only after harvest failures. By contrast few of
the larger landowners worked their own domains, even though true latifundia
were rare. The great absentee magnates of Versailles and even the greater
regional nobles acted like their counterparts in Spain or Sicily and leased out
whole estates on relatively short contracts. The results were similar, though
perhaps not quite so drastic. Some French scholars believe that these short
leaseholders were responsible for the only innovations that occurred in
French agriculture before the Revolution; even so, most of them exploited
their charges for a quick profit with little regard for long-term improvement.
Medium-sized holdings, at least south of the Loire and in Brittany, were
mostly exploited by sharecropping. Under this system the lessor provided the
land, the seed, the stock, and the implements, in return for a proportion of
the crop. The lessee took all the risks, with little freedom to experiment and
less incentive. As a result, France saw no agricultural revolution in the eigh-
teenth century. Comparison between yields of the early eighteenth century
and those of 1840 reveals next to no difference. The only ‘revolutionized’
agriculture in France, that of the north-east, was already achieving its high
yields by 1750.

France, Spain, and Italy produced specialized crops apart from the staples
which took up most of the land. Olives formed the most important and
lucrative crop of the maritime provinces of the kingdom of Naples. A steady
rise in olive-oil exports from Naples over the eighteenth century testifies to
its value. It was also important along the Mediterranean coast of Spain, in
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southern Portugal, and in Provence. Olives had the advantage over grain of a
high yield per acre and their yield was not affected by small plots. These
circumstances, combined with the importance of oil in Mediterranean food
and the eighteenth-century growth in population, led to a rapid expansion of
olive groves at the expense of arable which alarmed some economic thinkers.
On an altogether larger scale the same was true of wine, which more and more
peasants took to growing as a cash crop on odd patches of ground to eke out
their livings. In some areas, such as the Bordelais and parts of Catalonia, vines
became the dominant crop. In France by the early eighteenth century the
government was attempting to prohibit new plantings on the grounds that
they diminished arable; and certainly the planting of vines diverted energy
and attention from the need for improvements. Vines themselves required
no improvement except for progressive refinements of immemorial techniques;
they encouraged agrarian conservatism. At the same time they were even
more vulnerable than cereals to climatic variations;in 1709 and 1777 the crop
of most of France and much of the rest of southern Europe was completely
lost. Worse, the 1777 disaster came at a time when the mania for vines
had overreached itself into a general overproduction. So the 1770s and 1780s
saw wild and spectacular price fluctuations on the wine market, far worse
than was by then common in cereals, but affecting the lives of almost as
many people in southern Europe.

Finally, peasant Europe was burdened with the weight of seignorial dues.
In contrast with eastern European practice, forced labour was rare, and where
it existed—as in western parts of Germany—it entailed only a few days a year.
In France forced labour for the building of state roads, universal by the 1730s,
was more common than that owed to lords. But seignorial monopolies of
essential services such as milling and wine-pressing were common everywhere,
and so were dues in cash or kind. Quite bewildering in their variety, they ranged
from small token payments to proportions of a crop, mutation fees, entry fines,
and so on. They could usually be enforced in the lord’s own courts. Then every-
where, those with land owed tithes to the church—even in England and Ireland,
where the rest of the seignorial apparatus had largely disappeared by 1660. It is
true that tithes seldom reached the notional tenth, but they still robbed pro-
ducers of an important part of their crop. When they were added to other
obligations, it seems unlikely that most cultivators escaped with less than a
tenth of their product to pay to various authorities, and some must have owed a
good deal more. In Germany and eastern France lords took advantage of the
chaos and destruction following the Thirty Years War to revise and increase the
dues owed to them, a movement of ‘seignorial reaction’ parallel to the increase
of burdens on the serfs at the same time further east. Most French historians
believe that a similar ‘reaction’ took place in France in the 1770s and 1780s,
but this remains unproved. With rising prices, undoubtedly the burden of dues
in kind grew heavier; on the other hand dues in money declined in value, and
the two trends might well have cancelled each other out.'? Beyond dispute

2 See W. Doyle, ‘Was there an aristocratic reaction in pre-revolutionary France?’,
Past and Present, 57 (1972), 114-20.
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however is the fact that such payments impeded agricultural progress. They
diminished net yields, net profits, incentives to improve, and indeed the
capital to permit this. Peasants were the main losers, especially in Spain and
southern Italy; but in areas like France and Germany, where the social
structure of property was more complex, large landowners often owed dues
to others, as well as being owed dues themselves. So a very diverse spectrum
of cultivators had their production burdened and inhibited by what lawyers
called the ‘feudal complex’. On the other hand, many a small noble proprietor,
especially in poor areas, survived only through the addition to his revenues
represented by dues. There was little reason to improve his own lands when
he could supplement his revenues by preying on those of others.

Some contemporaries realized this. In the 1760s the king of Sardinia
authorized the buying out of seignorial rights. The French lawyer Boncerf,
protected by the minister Turgot, contended in his Inconveniences of Feudal
Rights (1776) that these rights were more trouble than they were worth to
levy, encouraged legal obscurantism, and impeded agricultural progress. But
his work was condemned as subversive, and the contention that these rights
were not profitable was in many cases plainly wrong. Even the revolutionaries
of 1789 only attacked ‘feudalism’ under the pressure of peasant insurrection.
It was ironic therefore that the French Revolution proved the main spur
to the attack elsewhere.

Signs of a Breakthrough

Was there a way out of the agricultural impasse? The seventeenth century
hardly even saw the problem: agricultural inefficiency seemed part.of the
natural order of things, to be taken for granted. The business of economic
thought was to devise ways of increasing the state’s reserves of precious
metals, which could be done through manufactures and trade, but not through
agriculture. Suggestions for improvement were mostly confined to manuals
for the individual cultivator, and even the number of these diminished as
prices stabilized in the latter half of the century. It was the manifest failure
of aggressive mercantilist policies that directed public attention to the neglect
of agriculture they entailed. In the 1680s and 1690s, as the burden of in-
cessant warfare increased the misery of a series of naturally lean years, critics
of Louis XIV advocated peaceful encouragement of agriculture as an alterna-
tive to ruthless international competition. Yet this ‘Christian agrarianism’*®
amounted to little more than a call for a natural economy, and implied no
theory of improvement. The contemporary Austrian Becher, on the other
hand, retained the protectionism and manufactures of the mercantilist state,
while insisting that the peasant and the land he worked must lie at the base of
all sound economic order. He and his cameralist colleagues opened the way
to the idea that agriculture was after all an elastic source of taxable wealth,
and it was on this assumption that successive Habsburg monarchs set about

'3 Term of L. Rothkrug, Opposition to Louis XIV (1965), 234 ff. See too below,
p. 67.
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alleviating the seignorial burden on the peasantry. The appeal of the physio-
crats to French governments from the late 1750s onwards was similar. In the
atmosphere of military failure during the Seven Years War, physiocrats pointed
out that the éxtra money that Louis XV needed for success could only come
from an increase in his subjects’ taxable wealth. Trade and manufactures,
they believed, could not provide this increase. Since land was the source of all
expandable wealth, agriculture should be encouraged by freeing the market of
all restrictions in the form of tolls, privileges, and export controls. By the
end of the century such laissez-faire policies—the term was a physiocratic
one—had become the orthodox prescription of advanced economists in most
countries. This did not mean that governments were always heedful. The
French government promoted clearings, gave timid encouragement to en-
closure, endlessly considered abolition of internal customs barriers, and
nervously by turns freed, restricted, and then freed again the export of
grain. The Spanish government encouraged colonization and made noises
threatening common fields and latifundia. But the results in both cases
amounted to very little. Policies were too often assumed to result from the
preachings of theorists, when all they had done was to win their praise.

In practical terms, agronomes had more influence than political philo-
sophers, but even that was relatively slight. Few important new works on
practical agriculture appeared between 1650 and 1750, although many
older ones were reprinted. Most of the new works were on limited technical
aspects of such pursuits as market gardening. Large, general theories, such as
the seed-drilling advocated in Jethro Tull’s Horse Hoeing Husbandry (1733)
took many decades to be generally implemented even in advanced England.
Elsewhere, enthusiasts like Duhamel de Monceau in France, advocating the
introduction of English methods, were lonely voices, although their numbers
grew over the later eighteenth century. Most cultivators remained uninterested
in theory and hostile to innovation. Historians have attributed too much in
this to the influence of the written word. What signs there were of a break-
through in the old agricultural pattern came from practical necessities rather
than the heads of propagandists, however loud and insistent.

Even if the theorists had won a more appreciative audience, it is unlikely
that the fullest implementation of their views would have produced spectacular
advance, since they put forward only a few of the many varied requirements
for an all-round breakthrough. There was no single panacea. Enclosure, or
scientific rotation, or new crops, or seed-drilling, would take improvement
so far, but their impact would be limited without other factors such as
growing demand, changes in land tenure, redeployment of labour, improved
communications, and so on. Agricultural advance was a complex process in
which several interdependent trends needed to operate together. Areas in
which only some changes occurred did not go the whole way because not
enough other favourable conditions were present. Good communications
with an accessible export market, for example, had brought about increased
cereal yields in the hinterland of Danzig. This had been achieved by the
abandonment of serfdom itself and cultivation by a workforce of landless




Fundamentals : Population, Prices and Agriculture 23

labourers. But the rest of Poland could not benefit from such immediate
stimuli. The introduction of maize produced dramatically increased yields
of consumable food (up to 40:1) in certain areas such as northern Italy or
south-west France, where it became established in the 1690s as an alterna-
tive to more traditional cereals whose yields were so low in that decade. By
the mid-eighteenth century maize was the staple diet in Venetia. Yet in the
absence of more manure, which it required in huge quantities, maize ex-
hausted the soil in the same way as other grains, and fallow was not eliminated.
Another potential revolution was the spread of potatoes, notably in Germany
and Ireland. It, too, was accelerated by harvest failures, like that of 1740 in
Ireland, or that of 1770 in Germany. By 1800 potatoes rather than cereals
were the staple diet in many parts of Germany and nearly all of Ireland.!®
Like maize, the potato yields large crops per acre and can sustain a much
higher population because its nutritional value is also higher. It helped to
promote early marriage by facilitating existence on smaller plots more cheaply
and speedily acquired. A revolutionary crop, then; yet it too exhausted the
soil in time without plentiful manure; its cultivation positively encouraged
subdivision of holdings by making subsistence on small plots realistic. Its
bulk and tendency to rot did not make it easily transportable to distant
markets. In the long run therefore potatoes reinforced subsistence agriculture
among the peasantry and induced a dependence whose dangers were tragi-
cally shown in the great Irish famine of 1845. Only when other changes had
also occurred did potatoes contribute to a balanced advance.

A true revolution in agriculture depended upon simultaneous progress on
a wide range of fronts. By the eighteenth century this had only occurred in
three major areas—the Netherlands, Catalonia, and England. In the Nether-
lands, most of the work had been done well before 1660. The area was small
and well served by a network of canals, so communications were excellent.
Capital from commercially rich cities financed constant improvements. In
addition the western and southern provinces, where progress was most
dramatic, were areas of small, independent tenures; landlords had limited
power and owners worked for themselves. The United Provinces were for-
tunate in avoiding the scourge of foreign invaders to disrupt agriculture.
Louis XIV’s invasion of 1672 was the only major incursion of this type until
the 1780s, and the flooding of the polders which immobilized him did far
less harm to agriculture than most other forms of warfare. These were im-
portant prerequisites. Yet basically the advance in the Netherlands resulted
from a very special set of circumstances—high food demand from the most
densely populated cities of Europe, combined with ease of access to the
abundant granary of the Baltic, so that local agriculture was not overwhelmed
with the demand for cereals. The inhabitants could therefore concentrate
on market gardening, intensive cattle-rearing, and the production of in-
dustrial raw materials like flax, hemp, and dyestuffs rather than staples.
Dutch and Flemish agriculture-was remarkably specialized even in the sixteenth

!4 This is a subject of some controversy. The best introduction to it is L.M. Cullen,
‘Irish history without the potato’, Past and Present 40 (1968), 72-83.
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A
century and the techniques it evolved were those ultimately to revolutionize
agriculture elsewhere. Here such techniques as deep ploughing, row planting,
and regular weeding first appeared. These in their turn placed heavy demands
on labour which only an abundant population could supply. At the same time
small plots, being more easily worked at such an intense level, proved no
disadvantage. The intensive manuring which such cultures required made
cattle-rearing profitable, while the low-lying, often alluvial soil of the area
made excellent water meadows to provide cattle with high-quality fodder.
The sixteenth century saw widespread reclamation from the sea, in the course
of which sophisticated drainage techniques were evolved. This new land,
being rich but unsuitable for arable, was mostly employed in dairying and
cattle-rearing. By these means, and by the use of night soil from the cities, the
‘manure barrier’ to advance was broken down. At the same time fallow was
eliminated on most of the remaining arable, by systems of rotation employing
crops first grown as commercial propositions (e.g. flax, madder, or woad) or
as cattle feed (e.g. clover, coleseed, or turnips). These crops had the advantage
of resting or reconstituting soil tired by cereal cultivation, and therefore
could be rotated with cereals. In Flanders long rotations with infrequent
fallows were known as early as the fourteenth century. By the seventeenth
century in most parts of the Netherlands fallow had disappeared, fodder crops
being grown either on land that would be fallow elsewhere, or immediately
following the harvest on lands growing cereals. In Flanders too, convertible
husbandry, in which there was no permanent pasture and no permanent
arable, the two alternating at intervals of between three and six years, had
been practised since the later middle ages, resulting in better pasture and
more abundant crops. In"all these ways high yields were obtained from
lands that were not naturally rich. The recession in agricultural prices after
the mid-seventeenth century gave Netherlands agriculture the final push in
the direction of specialization, since horticultural cash crops maintained
their prices better than cereals. Cereal cultivation expanded once more in the
later eighteenth century, when it had the full benefit of well-tried improve-
ments. Indeed, such was the satisfaction of Dutch cultivators with progress,
that they resisted the refinements and further improvements by then coming
out of England. The average yield of crops in the later eighteenth century
had already been attained in good years by the later sixteenth. Yet at between
15 and 20:1 for wheat, even better for barley, and not much worse for oats
and other crops, these results left those of most other areas far behind.

The breakthrough in Catalonia was essentially the work of the eighteenth
century, deriving its initial stimulus from the need to reconstruct a country-
side more devastated than the rest of Spain by the Succession war. As in the
Netherlands, much depended on the proximity of a.large local urban market—
in this case Barcelona. And to an even greater extent progress resulted from
irrigation.

To a person, from the north of Europe, [marvelled Young'®] there can hardly

s Travels during the Years 1787, 1788, and 1789 (1794), 11. 327.
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be a more striking spectacle than the effect of watering in these southern
climates; it converts an arid stony waste, which would yield nothing but
vines and olives, and on which every sort of grain would hardly return the
seed, at once into fields, pregnant with the richest harvest; on such soils,
it gives almost the whole value of the land; and on the richest, it raises it,
at the least, double; and, in some instances, five times. It enables the culti-
vator to have a succession of crops, more important than anything we know
in the north.

Fallow, eliminated in the irrigated lowlands, soon disappeared on higher,
drier, land, where forage crops increasingly alternated with cereals to support
more manure-producing animals. Around Barcelona and other smaller towns
the immediate area, as in the Netherlands, was given over to market gardens.
Much of their grain came from abroad and the city merchants positively
obstructed plans to irrigate inland grain lands and so increase cheaper local
supplies. Owing to the abundance of the valleys, the hillsides above them
could be devoted entirely to uninterrupted stretches of olives and vines, and
Catalonia became the main supplier of European wine and brandy to Spanish
America. All this progress was facilitated by Catalonia being a land of com-
pact, enclosed holdings around family farmsteads which passed from generation
to generation by a system close to primogeniture. In contrast, by 1800 the
productivity of agriculture around Valencia, comparable in its technical level,
was being impaired by excessive fragmentation due to a divisive law of
inheritance. Catalan tenures were indeed subject to lordship, but it was dis-
tant in authority and power, and its financial burden was light. Finally, a
population growing more rapidly than in many other parts of Europe played
an important role. Landless labourers in search of easy money took leases
to plant vines on waste land above the valleys and so provided the driving
force of vineyard expansion. Abundant labour was also required to
work the complexities of irrigation and elaborate and intensive courses of
rotation. To do so profitably it had to be cheap, and the wages of Catalan
agricultural workers hardly rose at all in the first seventy years of the eight-
eenth century, although they more than doubled in the last thirty. Their
wages thus lagged far behind prices and profits of cultivation for much of
the century—increasing their misery, but bringing sizeable profits for their
employers to reinvest. When, after 1770, this advantage disappeared, the
essential progress had already been made.

Most significant for the future, in the sense that it laid the basis for the
first industrial revolution, was the ‘breakthrough in England. It began in the
la&s_lxteenth and eaﬂg@y@nteenth centuries when tenants, faced with rents
rising more rapldly than profits, sought to increase their marketable yields
through new crops and new.-techniques. The proximity of a major city,
London, once more proved of crucial importance in stimulating intensive
production in the south and east, and its steady growth throughout the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries was simultaneously a tribute to the efficacy of
these innovations and a constant spur to further progress. England was small
and water communication, even before the canal and road improvements
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of the eighteenth century, was relatively good.

A basic element in increased production was simply the extension of the
cultivated area, which was going on long before 1660 and was mostly complete
by 1720. But more scientific cultivation of ll land, new or old, was the
revolutionary feature. By 1660 much of England, like Flanders, was culti-
vated by convertible or ‘up and down’ husbandry, with pasture and arable
alternating at intervals of between five and twenty years. By 1750 it was
universal, resulting in better grass for livestock feeding when land was in
pasture; whilst on arable, cereal yields were often tripled. The late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries also saw the introduction of artificial water
meadows—which again improved the fodder and therefore the manure of
livestock—and the same industrial and winter-feed crops that had already
eliminated fallow and allowed cattle to be kept alive over the winter in the
Netherlands—woad, flax, coleseed, sainfoin, lucerne, clover, and turnips.
Marl, lime, seaweed, and other artificial manures such as the Dutch used
were also employed. In the early seventeenth century many agricultural
writers visited the Netherlands and returned full of enthusiasm for the intro-
duction in England of what they had seen; but parallel developments were
often well established independently, so the true extent of their influence is
difficult to gauge. By 1660 however, it is clear that English agriculture was
already partly revolutionized, with crop yields, though not so high as in the
Netherlands, better than those of most of Europe.

Subsequent developments emphasized these trends. In 1660 the abolition
of the crown’s feudal revenues freed landlords from the financial burden of a
lucrative racket. Tithes were progressively commuted into fixed cash pay-
ments and the law became increasingly hostile to prescriptive tenures by
peasants, a trend which facilitated enclosure. An important minority of
English land had already been enclosed by 1660, but early-seventeenth-century
governments had sporadically opposed further enclosure. Now they dis-
claimed all interest; landlords were free to promote it by all means, including
the ultimate instrument of sovereign power, the act of parliament, essentially
the work of an assembly of large landowners. Enclosed land was more easily
rotated, worked, and experimented with; selective breeding of cattle was
facilitated, even though we should not underestimate the degree of innovation
which the English open fields had hitherto witnessed. So from 1660 the flow
of enclosures, either by stature or private agreement, increased, reaching its
peak between 1760 and 1780 and again during the French wars of the end of
the century. By 1800 most cultivated land in England was enclosed and in
1802 came the first general Inclosure Act. Enclosure was costly, easier for
the large owner than the small, and it further encouraged the concentration
of larger estates in fewer hands which the low profits of agriculture up to the
1750s had produced. Primogeniture, reinforced by the rigid entail known as
the strict settlement, maintained estates in the same hands for generations
and so facilitated sustained, long-term improvements in large-scale cultivation.
So did leases, which, though often not long, were regularly renewed in
the same hands. In the eighteenth century England became a land of large
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proprietors, tenant farmers, and landless labourers—the latter a depressed
but relatively flexible labour force.

In these circumstances the famous ‘Norfolk’ system of crop rotation
was evolved—alternation of wheat and barley with clover and turnips. It
was on encloséd land that English breeders such as Bakewell and Coke im-
proved and fattened their stock. But even before the height of enclosing,
agricultural productivity as a whole had soared. From 1673 there was a
bounty on exported grain and the disruption of the Baltic lands by war
enabled English exporters to capture an important slice of the Dutch cereal
market. Meanwhile Englishmen ate growing quantities of meat and only the
best white bread, grown from seed which by 1800 yielded ten or twelve-
fold on average. All this reflected a formidable growth in agricultural pro-
ductivity of between 10 and 15 per cent between 1650 and 1750. By the late
1760s, as population growth accelerated, England had ceased to export
grain, but not until the later nineteenth century was she forced to import
most of her needs. Much of this progress had been achieved by specialization.
It was still an agriculturally diverse country and not all areas were suitable
for great improvements. Accordingly some, like the south and south-east,
prospered exceedingly, while less fertile northern areas may actually have
declined. Yet in some ways it was crucial for future economic development
that both should occur. For advanced intensive agriculture was already essen-
tial to sustain London and the swollen industrial cities of the near future;
and northern industry derived much of its stimulus from the inhabitants of
depressed agricultural areas seeking to make a living by other means elsewhere.



2. Motors of Progress:
Towns, Money, and Manufactures

All economic progress depends in the last analysis on a breakthrough in
agriculture. Not until agriculture is able to feed and sustain large towns can
economic life diversify, specialize, and bring forth productive innovations.
Not until towns are substantial does capital tend to accumulate fast enough
to finance these expensive but ultimately beneficial changes. Not until
population is concentrated in large towns is a work-force not tied to agricul-
ture available in sufficient numbers to diversify productlon Without an
agricultural revolution, in fact, there could have been no industrial_revolution.

This is not to say that agricultural improvements always led to an industrial
breakthrough. In the Netherlands, where the age-old cycle of subsistence
farming was first broken, and where urbanization advanced most rapidly,
little further economic progress was made after 1700. Whether the Dutch
economy merely stood still or positively declined is still the subject of much
debate, but it is indisputable that in the eighteenth century other states over-
hauled the Dutch republic and soon pulled far ahead. An agricultural revo-
lution, then, is an essential enabling factor in economic progress. But many
other obstacles also need to be removed if economic life is to be revolutionized
on other fronts and is to expand in new ways at unprecedented rates. The
removal of these obstacles in certain favoured areas was perhaps the most
momentous development of the eighteenth century.

Urban stagnation and recovery

For most towns, as for the countryside, the years between the mid-seventeenth
and mid-eighteenth centuries were relatively stagnant. Only the last half-
century witnessed anything like a general recovery of growth. With the
exception of the Netherlands, only a small proportion of the population
lived in towns at any time. In general, the proportion grew smaller towards
the east, as did the average size and geographical density of towns. The urban
population was greatest in the west of the continent, where towns were
thickest on the ground. The Netherlands, Italy, France, and Western Germany
were rich in well-established urban life, even if most of their towns were
small by modern standards. East of the Elbe, settlements deserving the name
were far fewer, often separated from each other by hundreds of miles of
trackless forest, the great majority of town-dwellers were concentrated in
capitals (or former capitals)~Moscow, St. Petersburg, Warsaw, or Budapest.

Although capitals were important everywhere, in small territories their
predominance was overwhelming. In 1650 Amsterdam accounted for 8 per
cent of Dutch population; in 1700 Naples housed around 5 per cent of the
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population of the Two Sicilies; and by 1750 London had no less than 11 per
cent of that of England. In such states no province was far enough from the
metropolis to sustain major rivals. Paris, on the other hand, Europe’s largest
city in 1660 with the exception of Constantinople, and still second largest in
1800, never accounted for more than 24 per cent of the inhabitants of France
(or 10 per cent of its urban population). Madrid and Vienna accommodated
comparably small proportions. Moreover, unlike most other towns, capitals
grew steadily in population throughout this period. London progressed from
400,000 in 1650 to 900,000 in 1800, Paris from about 450,000 to almost
550,000. Further east, Berlin grew from 8,000 in 1648 to 150,000 in 1790,
almost rivalling by then the 220,000 of Vienna. Warsaw, numbering around
30,000 in 1750, had reached almost 120,000 by 1794. St. Petersburg, which
did not even exist in 1700, had a population of 218,000 by 1789.

The reasons for the growth of capitals were complex. London, Amsterdam,
Copenhagen, Lisbon, and Naples were ports which would have been important
in any case; Paris, Madrid, Vienna, and Berlin had little intrinsic commercial
importance. Capitals chiefly prospered because they were capitals—centres
of political, legal, and social life in an age when all these spheres were growing
more centralized. As the pretensions and preoccupations of governments
expanded, so did the numbers of government servants, especially at the centre.
In states building up their prestige through war, such as Prussia or Russia,
huge military establishments swelled the population of their capitals; in 1789
for example over 55,000 (or one quarter) of the population of St. Petersburg
were military personnel or their families. Where justice was centralized, as in
London or Naples, the population was swelled by the teeming personnel of
numerous courts of law and a steady procession of litigants; a French traveller
reported (perhaps somewhat over-credulously) in the 1780s that the legal
population of Naples was as much as 30,000. Similarly, those states governed
wholly or partly by estates or parliaments saw their capitals receive ‘great
influxes of wealth and employment whenever these bodies met. The fury
of Dubliners at the abolition of the Irish parliament in 1800 sprang from the
prospect of losing this regular stimulus. Besides, all capitals were also social
centres, where the rich and fashionable came to be near the sources of power
and to meet each other. They brought with them huge numbers of servants
and expensive habits of conspicuous consumption which sustained a whole
range of industries such as building, the manufacture of luxury goods, and
the provision of services. In this way capitals were self-sustaining. When they
were also great international ports, the growth was doubly spectacular.

How far these developments were of general benefit was debatable. In one
sense capitals were enormous parasites. Unless they were also ports, their
wealth was derived almost totally from the country, only a small proportion
of it returning in the form of payment for foodstuffs, raw materials, and
manufactures. French physiocrats despaired at such a pattern, for the key to
their programme was to promote reinvestment in agriculture. Paris, for them,
was a ‘bottomless pit’ in which absentee landlords squandered their revenues.
‘In those towns’, Adam Smith noted, ‘which are principally supported by
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the constant or occasional residence of a court, and in which the inferior
ranks of people are chiefly maintained by the spending of revenue, they are in
general idle, dissolute, and poor; as at Rome, Versailles, Compiégne and
Fontainebleau.”! Such great centres of ‘luxury’ seemed to hinder rather than
to promote the expansion or wider circulation of wealth. Yet perhaps these
condemnations were somewhat one-sided. Large conurbations had economic
tentacles stretching often hundreds of miles into the countryside and could
serve as a stimulus to agricultural innovations. Arguably the scale of their
demand for other basic commodities such as clothing or fuel stimulated the
development of new techniques which were to revolutionize economic life.
Without London the Durham coalfield would have gone unexploited and
Manchester might have found a less buoyant market for its cheap, mass-
produced cottons.

Some provincial cities shared the characteristics of the capitals; especially
in territorially large states, where neither government nor society could be
too tightly centralized. The seats of French provincial parlements, for in-
stance, were major legal and administrative centres. Many French towns
petitioned for the establishment of such higher courts during judicial reforms
in 1771 or 1788; they knew that litigation is only undertaken by the rich,
who spend money while they are about it. Similarly, the meeting places of
estates, in those provinces that had them, enjoyed booms whenever they
met. But the vast majority of provincial towns could not depend on such
stimuli. Those that were not ports derived most of their importance—not
strictly localized—from their function as market towns. The fair at Beaucaire,
in southern France, for example, was a market of international reputation.
Inevitably such places were few, and the influence of most market towns,
unlike that of provincial capitals, was confined to their immediate localities.
There, indeed, it could be important enough. Town dwellers tended almost
everywhere to own the best and largest units of rural property in their districts,
which they often improved with capital accumulated in an urban context.
Many peasant proprietors, not to mention nobles, were in debt to urban
creditors in their local market towns. But none of this promoted widespread
economic change in the way that the growth of capitals did.

Few provincial towns experienced sustained growththroughout this period.
If their population did grow, it waslargely to recover old levels after decimation
by plague or warfare in the mid-seventeenth century, notably in the case of
the cities of Germany, badly damaged by the Thirty Years War, or of Italy,
ravaged by plagues. Nor did major French cities such as Rouen or Toulouse,
or Spanish cities such as Barcelona, Valencia, or Seville make much progress,
reflecting the over-all deceleration in population growth before 1730, uncom-
pensated by any of the advantages enjoyed by national capitals. As centres of
pestilence where deaths constantly exceeded births, cities required constant
new injections of rural immigrants to sustain their populations, let alone to
grow. But after 1660 the attraction of provincial towns was limited. Country

! Wealth of Nations Bk. II, ch. 3.
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life was relatively cheaper than it had been and certainly healthier than in the
towns, as the exodus of townsmen at the onset of plague showed. Nor were
provincial towns able to offer expanding opportunities for employment. The
evolution and spread of the ‘domestic’ system in textile manufacture brought
new employment to the countryside but benefited only those few townsmen
who organized and managed the system. Besides, the organization of economic
life in towns was constrained in the strait-jacket of guild organization.
_Most trades_in well-established towns were organized into monopolistic
(guilds, which existed in theory to protect their members and maintain high
standards of production. In the United Provinces and England the importance
“of trade and therefore of large merchants in the economy had undermined
their position, but elsewhere the middleman was less important. Accordingly,
far from declining, guilds were actually spreading in the mid-seventeenth
century and continued to do so up to about 1750 in France, Spain, Sweden,
the Austrian Netherlands, and throughout Germany. Shrinking markets
suggested that success would come from improving standards—a dubious
proposition, but superficially logical; a stagnant labour market also fostered
institutions that controlled and rationed the work-force more closely. Govern-
ments were sympathetic, well aware that such organizations were convenient
to tax. So Colbert reinforced old laws in 1673 by decreeing that all French
trades should be organized into guilds. Similarly the Spanish government in
1679 established a Board of Trade and Currency to supervise guilds and their
taxation, and encouraged the expansion of the Five Greater Guilds of Madrid,
an association of merchants which by the early eighteenth century controlled
most of the economic life of the city. But when the economic pace began to
quicken once more, in the later eighteenth century, the grip of the guilds no
longer seemed so beneficial. They now appeared restrictive, hostile to change,
impeding commerce with endless demarcation disputes, and burdening their
members with debts. For the physiocrats they were artificial restrictions on
the free play of commerce. For a brief moment in 1776 Turgot managed to
abolish them in France, but it took the revolutionaries in 1789 to destroy
them totally and finally. In the southern Netherlands, where guilds were
even more strongly entrenched, the government of Maria Theresa refused to
allow them to acquire new privileges, preparing the ground for Joseph II to
decree their virtual abolition in 1787, after several years of attrition. But
these reforms were forgotten in the uprising which followed. It took a twenty-
year campaign among Spanish economists to bring about some loosening of
the monopoly of Spanish guilds over various occupations in the 1790s. As
usual, the reformers probably blackened the picture. The guild of Lyons silk-
weavers, for instance, comprised one quarter of the city’s work-force, and its
co-ordinating role was a major factor in the boom which silk weaving under-
went in Lyons between the 1730s and 1770s. Similarly, the Five Greater
Guilds of Madrid channelled much of governmental paternalism which was
important in stimulating Spanish eighteenth-century economic progress,
buying up and reinvigorating enterprises throughout the country and in the
colonial empire. Even so, it is scarcely open to doubt that the guild system,
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strengthened in the seventeenth century, did little to promote the economic
recovery of the eighteenth, and that those towns in which guilds remained
strong were not usually those that led the urban revival.

For the resumption of urban growth, when it came, was not universal.
Inland towns and older centres of economic activity, such as Toulouse,
Norwich, and a number of Rhineland towns, continued to mark time through-
out the eighteenth century, scarcely expanding their population and not
branching out into significant new economic fields. So did ports such as
Seville and Venice, which were ill placed to exploit new and expanding areas
of trade. On the other hand, those trading with Europe’s overseas colonies
had begun to gather momentum by the 1690s and within half a century some
of them were experiencing spectacular booms. Cadiz had already in the later
seventeenth century overtaken Seville as Spain’s main colonial entrepot.
Seville, weakened by crises in the American trade in the 1620s and 1630s,
and then by the loss of 60,000 inhabitants from plague in 1649, was finally
vanquished by the introduction of ships too large for its shallow river. In
1717 the controlling organ of colonial commerce, the House of Trade, was
transferred to Cadiz, which by 1787 had attained a population of 66,000.
Barcelona, itself exporting large supplies of food and especially wines to
the Indies, saw a dramatic recovery. So did Marseilles, France’s link between
Asia and America, whose population rose from just over 20,000 on the
morrow of its notorious plague in 1720, to almost 100,000 in 1800. Bordeaux,
less handicapped to start with, climbed to a similar total from around 40,000;
on the eve of the French Revolution the volume of its trade was exceeded
in Europe only by that of London. The population of Bristol rose from
20,000 around 1700 to 64,000 in 1801, and Glasgow went from around
13,000 in 1708 to nearly 84,000 in 1801. Most spectacular of all perhaps
was Liverpool, which was little more than a village in the mid-seventeenth
century but by the later eighteenth was a town of 78,000 and England’s
second seaport. There was little room in such places for the sedate organization
of the guilds. Where they existed, they were simply by-passed, their trades
dwarfed by the massive expansion of shipbuilding, refining, and other activities
associated with colonial products. More traditional trades, such as building
to house the soaring population, also flourished, but the scale of the demand
was beyond guild control or capacity to supply. The unruly mobs of con-
struction workers who roamed the streets of cities such as Bordeaux and
fought inter-union battles, were a dangerous witness to the failure of the old
agencies of organization and the triumph of the ‘free trades’.

The colonial boom did not survive into the nineteenth century, by which
time Bordeaux and Cadiz had joined Venice in the economic backwaters,
and Bristol was standing still. Liverpool and Glasgow continued to flourish
because they, unlike the others, had industrial hinterlands. Most industry
was conducted in the countryside. Only in rare areas was it concentrated
within towns, like the silk-weaving in Lyons. But in the course of the eight-
eenth century there was striking expansion of completely new towns in
areas where new industries were set up. Between 1725 and 1800, 298 new
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communities in Russia acquired the status of town, most of them in such
areas as the southern Urals, where industry was expanding. Most spectacular
of all, again, were the new towns of England. Birmingham, a centre of metal
manufacture, grew eightfold between 1675 and 1800, with a great accelera-
tion after 1760. The cotton town of Manchester more than trebled its popu-
lation between 1773 and 1801, when it reached 84,000. Around it and its
port, Liverpool, grew up a series of satellite towns, populous in their own
right by older standards, so that by 1801 one quarter of the population of
England was living in urbanized south Lancashire.

The population explosion of the later eighteenth century, therefore,
coincided withand fed an urban exp10s1on in capital cities, ports, and certain
industrial communities. The economic consequences were far reaching.
Urban expansion, for instance, would have been quite impossible without
massive immigration from the countryside to compensate for the cities’
continuing excess of deaths over births. Thus towns, which had always
drained the countryside of its wealth, now drew increasingly on its manpower.
Perhaps this was an additional spur to the evolution of labour-saving rural
technology. The investment of urban capital in agriculture certainly was. It
is no coincidence that the breakthrough in agriculture came in the hinter-
lands of cities rich in accumulated capital—around the Dutch cities, London,
and Barcelona. Through trade towns had always been the main centres of
capital accumulation. What marked theu liiban expansion of the later eighteenth
Tentury 'was the unprecedented scale of this accumulation. It meant that,
even when capital had been invested in all the traditional ways, there was still
plenty to spare to finance newer, and more productive, activities.

Wealth and its investment

Most of the wealth produced under the old order was simply squandered—
it was not reinvested in productive enterprises. Rather than finance innovations
and expansion in trade or manufactures, most men of means preferred to
invest their resources in ostentation, high consumption, or social climbing.
Only the prospect of enormous returns, or the closing of more traditional
fields of investment could persuade them to abandon these time-honoured
and wasteful ways.

- Among noblemen-conspicuous.consumption. was a duty. They spent their
money on fine clothes, coaches, lavish houses, and gambling. It is true that
their expenditures helped to sustain armies of servants, tailors, wigmakers,
grooms, masons, and decorators, but urban luxury industries were the main
beneficiaries, while the areas in which estates were situated were drained
of their resources. In the 1720s between a quarter and one-sixth of rents
paid in Ireland went to absentee landlords, many of whom spent them on
high living in Dublin, London, or Bath. On the eve of the French Revolution,
the duc de Saulx-Tavanes expected an annual income of over 95,000 livres
from his Burgundian estates; but he spent it all in Versailles and Paris, re-
investing only a little over 4 per cent annually in the lands that had produced
these revenues. In England, by contrast, the reinvestment rate was between
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7 and 11 per cent in the eighteenth century; but England boasted no spend-
thrift court to draw magnates to the capital; they had local duties as justices
to keep them at home. And agricultural improvement had already impressively
demonstrated the value of high reinvestment rates.

The waste of agricultural potential from under-investment was all the
more glaring in that plenty of new capital was always being poured into
the purchase of land. Land was not particularly profitable in most areas:
in France in the 1780s it yielded no more than between 2 and 4 per cent of
capital value per year. Land was not bought for profit, but for social prestige.
It was the pre-eminently aristocratic form of wealth, enabling a man to live
off his revenues without manual work, as all noblemen aspired to do. Those
bourgeois with social ambitions hastened to immobilize their profits, as soon
as they could, in landed estates, abandoning the commercial ladder by which
they had so far climbed. It is true that when they first took possession of
estates, they often introduced the harsher and more rigorous values of business
into their administration. But they seldom introduced agricultural innovations,
any more than the nobles whom they were aping. If profit and enrichment
had been their aim, they might have done this, but more probably they
would never have bought land in the first place.

In France the ambitious bourgeois had the further option of buying
offices. At the moment of its abandonment, in 1790, the venal structure of
offices may have represented a capital investment of as much as 1,000,000,000
livres. Yet here again the yield on investment was in most cases very low,
comparable to that on land. ‘This multitude of offices’, lamented Necker in
17842 *.. keeps up a spirit of vanity, which makes men renounce the
establishment of trade and manufacture, at the moment when by the accumu-
lation of their fortunes, they might give them the greatest extension. . .I do
not hesitate to say that these dispositions prevent. . .the full development of
the strength and initiative of trade.’

Men of wealth preferred not to take the risk. They preferred low, steady
returns in money and high returns in status and prestige, to all but the most
alluring of gains made speculatively. Unfortunately speculative investment
was usually the most productive. The only low-yield, prestigious investment
with a productive side was lending to governments, who used some at least of
the money they borrowed to finance productive enterprises, even if the latter
were mainly industries supplying their military machines. But most lenders
preferred to buy annuities which saddled governments with regular payments
long after the capital advanced had been exhausted. Almost half the annuities
paid out by the city of Paris on the government’s behalf in 1789, for instance,
dated from the Regency or beyond. The capital tied up in buying annuities
could have been put to work far more productively if it had been directly
invested in trade and industry rather than lent to governments for low,
steady returns.

Powerful forces were at work to perpetuate this cautious, status-seeking

* De Uadministration des finances, iii. 148-9.
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mentality. Throughout the period land, which remained the source of most
wealth, was largely owned by the nobility, with their anti-commercial out-
look. In an age of ever fiercer and more comprehensive international com-
petition, trade remained extremely hazardous. It was only in western areas
that trade was far-ranging, highly developed, and profitable enough to produce
substantial surplus capital. It is true that the collapse of Law’s ‘system’ in
1720, or the debt renunciations in 1770 and 1771, shook the faith of French
lenders in government stock, but the government needed their money so
badly that it was prepared to offer terms and interest rates so favourable
that they could not be resisted. Even the cautious investors of Holland, who
held half the British public debt by the later eighteenth century, were induced
by the favourable terms offered by French loans in the 1780s to buy French
stock in preference. So the annuities market received reinforcement at the
very moment when it seemed about to crumble.

Yet the reorientation of Dutch investment in foreign public debts is
perhaps more significant as a sign of change in the age-old pattern of values
and investment. The Dutch were becoming uneasy about investment in the
British national debt because it had been too successful. The utter reliability
of British government stock, guaranteed by the Bank of England and yielding
interest rates as low as 3 or 4 per cent, had enabled successive governments
to raise the level of debt with excessive ease. By 1784 the funded debt stood
at £227,240,597 and worries were being voiced that no state, however
healthy, could carry a burden of this size for long. Hume, Adam Smith, and
many other writers predicted bankruptcy if its increase went on; sinking
funds were instituted to help to bring the level down. To secure a full sub-
scription of the loans of the last years of the American Independence war,
North’s government had to offer more attractive terms than ever berore, the
equivalent of between 6 and 7 per cent. This suggested that capital formerly
invested in government stock was now going elsewhere. Nor, probably, was it
going into land, for booming agricultural revenues were prompting landowners
to hold on to their property, and in any case the mechanism of the strict
settlement kept many estates off the market that might otherwise have been
sold. In other words, the traditional safe investments for surplus capital, the
‘funds’ and landed property, were either no longer as attractive as they
had once been, or were simply no longer available. Even the East India
Company, whose stock had yielded a steady 7 or 8 per cent between 1722
and 1755, ran into difficulties in the course of the 1760s, and in 1772 it had
to be rescued from bankruptcy by the government. Yet all this came at a
time when the rapid expansion of British overseas trade was creating unprece-
dented accumulations of capital. Those who owned it had little alternative
but to plough it back into their own enterprises or risk it in financing inno-
vations—roads, canals, new technologies—which would in their turn help to
produce greater wealth. Here at least, the old pattern of unproductive invest-
ment had been broken.

This is not to say that Europe had seen no private investment on any
scale in productive enterprises before. But it had been largely confined to a
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few people, most of whom were so rich that even when they had invested
heavily in ostentation, land, office, and all the other traditional fields, they
still had money to spare. And most of the industry financed in this way was
in mining and metallurgy, which were really only alternative ways to agri-
culture of exploiting landed property. Industrialists tended to be not the
bourgeois we might expect, but noblemen. Thus in France, over half the
forges operating in the 1780s were noble-owned; in some provinces the pro-
portion rose to well over 80 per cent. Similarly, the greatest coalmines of
France were owned by dukes and peers who used their influence at court to
protect the industries and to secure new concessions for their expansion.
It is true that in many cases these facilities were simply leased to bourgeois
businessmen who took most of the risks while noble proprietors simply lived
off steady revenues. Equally, however, some nobles organized joint-stock
companies to increase their working capital. The mines of Anzin, opened in
1734, were financed from 1757 by a joint-stock company most of whose
shareholders were nobles. By 1789 they were employing a work-force of
4,000 and using twelve steam engines. The metallurgical complex of Le
Creusot was similarly financed from 1782 by a noble-dominated joint-stock
company. Nobles took the initiative here, as did the duke of Bridgewater in
1759, when he mortgaged his estates in order to finance a canal from his
coalmines at Worsley to Manchester—a major breakthrough in the trans-
port revolution without which the industrial expansion of the later eighteenth
century in England could not have occurred.

The transport revolution was perhaps the first fruit of the expansion in
ready capital that characterized the eighteenth century in England. It was
enormously expensive, yet with the exception of military roads driven
through the Scottish Highlands, it was entirely the work of private initiative
and the concentration of private capital. The first ‘turnpike trusts’, to improve
specific sections of road were set up in the first years of the eighteenth
century, and an average of eight a year were authorized by parliament from
then on until mid-century. Between 1750 and 1770 the rate was nearer forty
a year, and after a lull of twenty years, reached over fifty-five a year from
1791 onwards. The canal boom was even more spectacular. In 1760 there
were only two short canals, in Lancashire, but the obvious benefits they
brought in cheapening transport costs, led to the authorization of no less than
165 new canals between 1758 and 1802, by which time there were between
600 and 700 miles of artificial waterways in Great Britain, most of them
linking areas of great economic importance that had been impossibly separated
hitherto. In addition, many rivers had been improved over the preceding
century to make them more easily navigable. We should not, certainly,
underestimate what had been done during the same period to improve com-
munications on the continent. Under Peter I the Vyshevolotsk canal system
was built to link the Caspian and the Baltic. France by 1789 had a network of
first-class roads, the best in Europe, which had been practically non-existent
before the 1730s. She also had about the same length of canals as England,
linking arterial rivers, many of them (like the canal du Midi linking the
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Garonne with the Mediterranean) conceived and largely built as early as the
later seventeenth century. But very few of these French works were financed
by private capital. It was the central government, or the Estates in provinces
such as Languedoc or Burgundy, that planned and carried through these
projects. Similarly in Prussia, where six new canals were built between 1746
and 1775; or in Spain, where the government of Charles III began construction
of a system of modern arterial roads radiating from Madrid. Between 1753
and 1808 about 200 miles of canals were also dug. These works were am-
bitiously planned and lavishly constructed at enormous expense; but, even
in the minority of cases when they were actually finished, unlike the canals
of France or Prussia they often linked areas of no economic importance
and consequently were under-used. Private capital could never have been
induced to finance works of such uncertain value.

Banking and Credit

The productlve investment of capital in Great Britain was much facilitated
by ‘the €Xpansion of banking. In 1660 banks were not well developed. A few
municipal institiitions“existéd, such as the Bank of Amsterdam or that of
Hamburg, and these continued to flourish. In 1775 the Bank of Amsterdam
had 2,000 tons of bullion in its vaults and over 2,000 depositors; between
1712 and 1780 its business grew by 125 per cent. Most banking in 1660
however was in the hands of private individuals or small companies, most of
whom were never wholly bankers. Sometimes they were goldsmiths, such
as those who dominated London banking until the 1690s; sometimes they
were public officials, who speculated in moneys they had collected in taxes
before the dates on which they had to hand them over to governments; most
often they were merchants, who conducted most of their business in pro-
missory notes. By 1700 governments, already the biggest spenders in economic
life, were finding these structures inadequate for marshalling the capital they
needed to borrow, and state banks began to appear. The first was founded
in Sweden in 1656.1In 1661, to avoid the inconvenience of Sweden’s cumber-
some copper currency, it began to issue notes—the first true banknotes in
European history. But they soon suffered the fate of most early experiments
with paper money: they were overproduced, and lost their value in a dramatic
crash. The first successful state bank was the Bank of England, established in
1694—a private company, but totally dependent on the British state’s financial
needs for its existence. Other state banks followed—in Austria in 1705, in
Prussia in 1765, in Spain in 1782. Only in France was no form of state bank
successfully established. There, the financiers who handled the state’s long-
and short-term credits consistently opposed any attempt to concentrate
credit for the state’s benefit. Law’s ‘Royal Bank’ of 1720 would have done
this, and so emancipated the French financial system from the grip of pro-
fiteering financiers who dominated it at every stage, taking large rake-offs
and even sometimes lending the government its own money! But by linking
his bank with the dubious commercial venture of the Louisiana Company,
Law ensured that it would disappear in the general collapse of confidence in
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that company’s prospects. By the mid-1720s the financiers were once more in
control of the government’s finances—a control retained until 1789.% Their
survival in itself did a good deal to channel French capital in the direction of
annuities in preference to productive investment.

State banks or their equivalents, once well established, did much to pro-
mote easier conditions of credit. It is not surprising therefore to find that
private banking also developed most rapidly in the country of the first and
most successful of the state banks, Great Britain. By 1700, the London gold-
smiths had already been largely superseded as the main bankers of the capital
by a number of private firms, many of them catering for specific trades or
economic groups. By 1725 there were twenty-five banking houses in London,
rising to fifty-two by 1786. Their expansion benefited directly from the
proximity of the Bank of England and the credit which it fostered. More
striking, since Bank of England notes rarely penetrated deep into the provinces,
was the establishment of ‘country banks’. The first was set up in the thriving
port of Bristol in 1716; and from 1760 onwards the movement accelerated
rapidly. In 1755 there were still only twelve important country banks: in
1793 there were 400, often closely interlinked, and most of them having
dealings with London too. The effect was to facilitate the circulation of
wealth in the country and to enable British merchants and manufacturers to
draw on capital which their continental counterparts were quite unable to
tap. By the issue of notes, often in smaller denominations than those of the
Bank of England, these country banks immensely expanded the money
supply at a moment when the British economy needed to absorb far more
capital than ever before.

It was a crucial advantage, because shortage of specie was one of the basic
problems of the European economy. However much the mines of America
increased the supply of bullion, it was never enough to keep pace with
European demand; if only because the trade with the East, which required
very few goods that Europe could supply, had to be balanced up in silver.
With the exception of Great Britain, which through its trading links with
Portugal and Brazil, was effectively on a gold standard by the later eighteenth
century, silver was the basic unit of value everywhere. But as a result of the
demands of the eastern trade, it tended constantly to disappear. No amount
of recoining (such asin England in 16968, or in Prussia in 1763), prosecution
of coin clipping, or avoidance of cheap expedients such as debasement,
was able to keep abundant silver supplies in circulation. The development of
banking and the spread of banknotes was the eighteenth century’s response
to this situation. But it also saw the full development of an older form of
negotiable paper, the bill of exchange. Ever since the sixteenth century
merchants had been conducting much of their business in this form rather
than in specie. The stock exchanges of Amsterdam and London, as well as
several smaller institutions in other major ports, had been established largely

* For a full analysis of this system, see J. F. Bosher, French Finances 1770—1795:
From Business to Bureaucracy (1970).
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to handle the traffic in them, and they continued to do so. But with the
ever-growing problem of marshalling credit for governments, the character
of the metropolitan exchanges ceased to be wholly commercial, for govern-
ment stocks were offered there. The exchanges founded at Hamburg (1720),
Paris (1724), and Vienna (1771) were none of them primarily commercial
in purpose. At the same time the very existence of a huge market in govern-
ment stocks on these exchanges attracted other business, notably that of
joint-stock companies, which also reached their full development during
this period.

Undoubtedly the expansion of credit had an economically stimulating
effect. Nowhere did banking develop to'the extent it did in Great Britain, but
by the early eighteenth century the exchanges of the continent were dominated
by the activities of a few Protestant banking houses based in Geneva and
Amsterdam. The Catholic French government, with no state bank, could
not have maintained its credit without the help of Protestant bankers, and
in Necker it eventually appointed one of them to manage its finances between
1777 and 1781. The greater industrial enterprises of France in the later
eighteenth century were largely financed by capital raised on the Paris bourse,
too. At the same time the development of the exchanges laid economic life
more open than before to the activities of speculators who were interested
only in manipulating stocks for a quick profit. The crash of 1719-20 which
brought down Law’s ‘system’ vividly illustrated these dangers: it was in fact
Europe-wide. It began with a wave of post-war speculation on the exchanges
of Amsterdam and London as well as in Paris. Carried away by grossly ex-
aggerated estimates of the profits to be had from the colonial trade, govern-
ments sponsored great companies—the Louisiana Company in France, the
South Sea Company in England—which were soon wildly oversubscribed.
Many private companies were also launched to benefit from the public mania
for investment. When the bottom fell out of the market, thousands of investors
were ruined, credit shaken everywhere, and trade disrupted. The Bank of
England itself only just survived the crisis, but Law’s French equivalent did
not, and the scars left by this experience had still not healed in France by
1789. When a public discount bank was at last set up in 1776, the public
refused to invest in it, and it became the plaything of speculators. The
appearance of its stock on the Paris bourse, together with the massive loans
contracted by Necker, had produced, by the 1780s, a new boom in the
stockmarket; but by 1786 it was seen to be based on prospects no more solid
than those of 1720. The market began to waver, credit grew difficult, and
this did much to bring on the final financial crisis of the French monarchy.

But significantly the crash of 1720 had not destroyed the new circum-
stances which had produced it. By the mid-eighteenth century in western
Europe, the worlds of trade, industry, and public finance were more closely
interlinked than they had ever been before. All depended for their healthy
functioning on a complex system of credit; and credit was grounded in the
last analysis in the shifting sands of public confidence. When anything shook
that confidence, such as a series of bad harvests in the late 1760s and early
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1770s, credit became tight, there were waves of bankruptcy in both the
commercial and financial worlds, and the very stability of governments them-
selves came into question.® The late 1780s showed the same symptoms. So
did the years following the disastrous winter of 1795. Yet in the eyes of
merchants, manufacturers, financiers, and government alike, this vulnerability
seemed a small price to pay for the emancipation from the constraints of
an economy limited by always scarce supplies of precious metals.

Manufactures: the pre-industrial pattern

Even in 1800 the economy of Europe, with the exception of isolated corners
such as northern England, Catalonia, or the Urals, remained largely pre-
industrial. This is not to say that there were no industries; merely that they
were organized in different ways, and used different techniques, from those
that were to emerge in the nineteenth century. The characteristic unit of
production was the small workshop, not the factory; and these small work-
shops supplied a far more limited range of human wants, for the peasants
who made up the overwhelming mass of pre-industrial society were largely
self-sufficient. Manufactures for more than very local markets were largely
confined to three areas of production—luxury goods, military supplies, and
textiles.

Luxury goods covered a far wider range than they now do. One industry
which expanded very steadily throughout the period, for example, was printing
and book production, fed in its turn by paper manufacturing. But since
literacy, without which this expansion could not have occurred, was still the
privilege of a minority even in 1800, books were a luxury. As to more con-
ventional luxuries, most governments, convinced that they were a potent means
of enriching the state, fostered and subsidized them. The pattern for such
policies was set by Colbert under Louis XIV. He believed that if luxury goods
of the finest quality were produced in France, they would both discourage
the purchase of foreign products and capture foreign markets at the same
time. So he sponsored and protected companies that made fine lace, carpets,
mirrors, and tapestries. Other governments followed the French example,
particularly the small states of Germany. The fine porcelain produced at
Meissen in Saxony from 1710 onwards is perhaps the best-known example,
although it was untypical in its success. Most such enterprises did not last
long, or were kept afloat by constant subsidies from the governments that
had founded them. Frederick II of Prussia, successive electors of Bavaria,
and the prince bishop of Osnabriick all poured away money on unsuccessful
porcelain manufacture. The market for such luxuries was far too limited,
and although it undoubtedly expanded towards the end of the eighteenth
century, both the rate and the scale of this expansion remained modest. The
consumers of expensive luxuries remained a small minority of the population.
Once they had acquired prestigious items of high quality, they were un-
likely to replace them with more—unless there was a change in fashion,

4 See J. F. Bosher, ‘The French Crisis of 1770°, History (1972), 17-30, for analysis
of a crisis in France which also affected other countries.
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which normally led them to buy from new sources. Thus from the 1770s
Meissen porcelain was thrown into difficulties by the competition of French
Sévres.

Labour-intensive though they were, even the _greatest luxury industries
were not major employers In a fairly typical small state such as Bavaria in
1770 only 0-12 per cent of the labour force was absorbed by manufactures.
Far more important in providing industrial employment were activities
designed to meet military needs. Perhaps the greatest industrial complexes of
the age were naval dockyards, concentrating in one place shipbuilding, ship-
repairing and maintenance, ropemaking, cannon-founding, and a whole range
of service industries for naval personnel. The Royal Navy was the largest
single employer and one of the most influential economic units in the British
economy. In Prussia the same could be said for the army. Between 1754 and
1784 Frederick II’s government established no fewer than six new ironworks
in the newly acquired province of Silesia; in 1768 it set up a special Depart-
ment of Mines and Ironworks to prospect for mineral deposits and oversee
their exploitation. The purpose was almost exclusively military, as was that
of Peter I's government in Russia, in fostering and protecting the industries
of the Urals. A thousand miles from any significant centres of population or
consumption, served by atrociously bad roads by which pig-iron could take
up to two years to reach the Baltic for export, the Urals by 1760 were never-
theless probably the greatest industrial area in Europe. By 1800 over 300,000
were employed in their mines and forges, and the annual output of pig-iron
exceeded 160,000 tons. The achievement was all the more remarkable in that
in 1700 there had been hardly any industries there. Sweden had dominated
the international market for pig-iron, with only France among major states
supplying all her own needs. In the late eighteenth century Sweden, still
producing 50,000 tons of high-grade pig-iron, was Prussia’s main supplier.
But England, the other major buyer, now imported most of her pig-iron from
Russia; 80 per cent of the products of the Demidov factories, the largest
Russian industrial chain, went to England. By this time the state patronage
under which Peter I had launched the Urals’ fortunes was diminishing in
importance; a growing proportion of the Urals’ industries were privately
owned and managed. But this growth in the private sector coincided with the
end of expansion. The Urals were soon to be left behind in stagnation by
more efficient and technically sophisticated industrial areas elsewhere—most
notably in that very England which for the moment still absorbed so many
of their exports.

Military requirements not only stimulated mining and metallurgy. Armies
had to be clothed; and the generalization of uniforms between 1660 and
1700 led states to assume responsibility for this. Large contracts were placed
for woollen cloth, and where private enterprises were unable to supply the
state’s needs, it established factories of its own, such as the Berlin wool
warehouse, or the Moscow woollens factory, which already around 1720
employed 593 skilled workers. Governments sometimes established factories
for producing woollen cloth for non-military markets, such as that set up at
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Guadalajara in Spain with the help of fifty Dutch weavers in 1718. But
without a guaranteed market it was difficult to dispose of the high quality
and expensive products of this institution, which lurched from crisis to
crisis for the rest of the century, only kept afloat by repeated lavish sub-
sidies from the state. Factories were the productive instruments of the future,
but not this sort. Pre-industrial factories were merely collective workshops,
concentrations of many individual items of manually operated plant under a
single roof. Nineteenth-century factories housed huge machines driven by
external sources of power and tended by, rather than worked by, human
hands. Until this crucial change was made, so far from profiting from the
open market, factory products seemed to survive only when they were
protected from it. :

Most -textile production, however, was not concentrated under one roof.
The whole trend of the age, at least until the 1770s or 1780s, was in the
opposite direction. This was the heyday of the ‘putting out’, or ‘domestic’
system of industry, in which manufacture, financed, organized and marketed
from towns, was actually carried on in innumerable small households in the
country. It had not always been so, and quality textiles, such as silk, continued
to be largely produced under tight guild regulations in urban workshops like
those of Lyons or Valencia, throughout the eighteenth century. But when the
labour shortages of the later seventeenth century, which pushed-up the wages
of skilled urban artisans, led the organizers of ordinary textile production to
seek means of reducing their costs, the most effective proved to be the transfer
of spinning and weaving to the countryside. Under this system, the urban
entrepreneur, or ‘putter-out’ bought the raw materials, whether wool, cotton,
or flax, and distributed or sold it for manufacture to innumerable rural
households in the region around. He then either collected or bought back the
finished product and marketed it. Peasant labour, often part-time, was cheap,
and in many areas it was not organized into guilds. Rural spinners and weavers
provided their own wheels and looms, minimizing the organizer’s capital
investment. It is true that this rural work-force was seldom as skilled as that
of the urban trade guilds and its products were of far lower quality. But they
were mainly produced for the lower end of the market, where high quality
was not at a premium.

This system first developed in the woollen and linen industries. By 1700
it was well established around centres such as Amiens or Abbeville in France,
Leeds, Halifax, or Exeter in England, Aachen in Germany, or Leyden and
Haarlem in the Netherlands. In Sedan, in eastern France, twenty-five urban
businessmen gave employment to 15,000 peasants in manufacturing woollen
cloth. A Warrington sailmaker claimed before 1750 that he had given em-
ployment to 5,000 people. And when cotton, imported from warmer
regions overseas, came to be spun and woven in Europe (rather than
imported) at the end of the seventeenth century, it was organized along
the same lines around centres such as Barcelona, Manchester, or Rouen.
‘There are all sorts of cotton manufacture made up at Rouen and in the
area 15 leagues (about 40 miles) around it,” wrote an aristocratic French
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traveller in the 1780s,’

One must admire the activity of the Normans. This activity does not interfere
at all with. . .daily work. . .The farmer works on the land during the day and
it is in the evening by the light of the lamp that he starts his other task. His
workers and his family have to help. When they have worked all week they
come into the town with horses and carts piled up with the material. . .
Among those who do the buying there are many agents who buy for merchants
and then the goods pass to America, Italy and Spain.

The manufacture of cotton goods was the most important new European
industry-in-the eighteenth-century. Tt began as an attempt to imitate luxury
goods from the east, but European yarns were poor and had to be reinforced
by linen, which limited their appeal. Cotton manufacture was often inhibited
by prohibitions aimed (ironically) at imported eastern goods which were
thought to offer harmful competition to European woollens. But from around
the middle of the century, when French, Spanish, and British manufacturers
began to export cotton goods of less fine quality to the growing European
establishments of the tropics and sub-tropics, the industry began to boom.
French cotton cloth production doubled between 1732 and 1766. In 1760
the Catalan cotton industry employed 10,000 workers; in 1800 this number
had risen to 100,000, two-thirds of them women, working in over 3,000
workshops. Initially English production expanded far less rapidly, for English
labour was dearer and the buoyant European market for English woollens
absorbed much of it. In the 1750s and 1760s there seemed a real danger that
British cotton production would not be able to meet the rapidly expanding
demands of areas such as the north American colonies. It could never have
done so without a series of radical technical innovations which appeared
during these years and enabled the industry to meet and overcome French,
and to a lesser extent Spanish, competition. They also transformed it into the
first modern industry, the pattern for the industrial revolution which was to
change the European economy beyond recognition over the next century.

Manufactures: technical innovation

Why technology advances is a subject of constant debate among economic
historians. But they are mostly agreed that the eighteenth century witnessed
a major technological breakthrough in Europe, which opened the way to the
methods of production_of the. world we live in, and which first occurred in
Great Britain. England by 1700 was already the(richest nation in Europe.
Its agriculture was being transformed its overseas trade was expanding,
its financial system was already more sophisticated and flexible than that of
most_other countries; and-the wages of its workers were higher than those
earned on the continent. But these advantages also posed problems. Expand-
ing trade and expanding markets increased demand, to place a growing
strain on the productive power of a country with a relatively small yet
highly paid work-force. Unless production could be increased without at the

* Quoted in S. Pollard and C. Holmes, Documents of European Economic History
(1968),1. 91.
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same time massively increasing costs, expansion could not continue. At the
time nobody saw the problem in such broad terms; they did not have the
information to formulate such an analysis. But most sectors of economic
activity--agriculture, mining, metallurgy, and textiles—were affected and
individuals could see clearly enough the problem of meeting growing demand
without incurring prohibitive costs. Technological innovation, aided by the
investment of the greater capital resources of a rich society, was the means
by which it was solved.

Chronologically, the first step was the introduction for industrial purposes
of the steam-engine. Steam-engines were invented by Savery (1698) and
Newcomen (1705) and were rapidly adopted first for pumping water out of
mines and then for winding. By 1733 there were fifty-one in existence, over
forty of them in Great Britain. By the time the patent on these machines
expired in 1781, at least another 300 steam-engines had been produced. In
1769 meanwhile James Watt patented a more sophisticated machine which
cut down by 75 per cent the energy required to make it work—a major break-
through in cutting the costs of steam power. It took seven years before
Watt’s system emerged as commercially viable, but then its success was rapid:
by the end of the century perhaps 500 Watt engines were in use in Great
Britain, adapted not only to pumping and winding, but to driving machinery.
In 1784 a Watt steam-engine was first employed to drive the plant of a cotton
mill—the essential formula in British industrial expansion of the early nine-
teenth century. Nevertheless in the eighteenth century the main benefits
of steam power were felt in the mining industries, above all in coal. Even in
1700, there was a serious shortage of wood for burning. Coal filled the
vacuum, and the improvement of mining, thanks to steam pumps, was im-
portant in allowing it to do so.

In their turn, steam pumps depended on increasing technical sophistication
in the metal industries. Watt’s engine could never have been commercially
constructed without the precision cylinder boring techniques evolved by his
Birmingham partner Matthew Boulton in founding cannon under a military
contract of 1774. But long before then important innovations had also been
made in metallurgy. Until the eighteenth century iron and steel were smelted
with charcoal, heat being maintained by bellows driven, in sophisticated
production, by water power. Since production was therefore scattered in
wooded areas increasingly remote from normal trade-routes, costs were
increased. One reason why England imported so much Baltic iron was that
it was cheaper to bring it from Sweden or Russia by sea than overland from
native centres of production. But the wood famine brought change here too.
In the first decade of the eighteenth century, Abraham Darby succeeded in
smelting marketable quantities of iron from coke. By the 1740s the superior
quality of coke smelting was generally established both for iron and steel,
and in 1760 steam power was first employed to provide the blast for a coke
furnace. This process however was still incapable of producing the easily
worked wrought iron of charcoal smelting until Henry Cort’s ‘puddling and
rolling’ process, patented in 1784, both simplified production and eliminated
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impurities. The last recorded charcoal furnace had been built in 1775; by the
end of the century the charcoal industry was dead. The geography of iron
production had also been revolutionized; furnaces were no longer scattered,
but concentrated on or near coalfields well served by canals and navigable
rivers such as those of south Wales, south Yorkshire, or the west midlands.
So transport costs fell as the scale and versatility of production rose. Imports
of Baltic iron by 1800 had levelled off. Great Britain had become a major
iron exporter.

This important change in the pattern of British exports was far from the
most important. In{1700 the largest item in British exports was, as it had
_been ever since the Mlddle Ages, woollens. They accounted for 70 per cent of
total value. By 1800 the absolute value of woollen exports had almost doubled,
but their proportion of total British exports had fallen to 24 per cent. The
major export, accounting for 39 per cent of the total, was now an item whose
percentage had been too small to calculate in-1 700rcottons. This was spec-
tacular enough, but when we realize that most of this phenomenal growth
had taken place since 1780, it is even more striking. Such an industrial
explosion was unprecedented and could not have occurred without a series
of major. innovations which, from the middle of the century onwards, trans-
formed the techniques of cotton production. The first, John Kay’s flying
shuttle of 1733, doubled a weaver’s output and was widely adopted in cotton
“weaving from the 1750s onwards. The immediate effect of more productive
weaving was an increased demand for yarn, with a search for devices to improve
the productivity of spinning. The first response to the challenge was Har-
greaves’s ‘spinning Jenny’ patented in 1768, which enabled a single operator
to work up to 100 spindles. The next year Arkwright produced the ‘water
frame’, which spun yarn by water rather than by manual power. In 1779
Crompton produced the ‘mule’ which worked several hundred spindles and
within a few years had been adapted to steam power. There was now a
danger that supplies of spun yarn would outstrip the ability of weaving to
absorb it. Frantic experiments to produce a power loom culminated in 1787
in Cartwright’s invention. Technical innovation had now become a self-
generating process, whose rewards were vividly demonstrated in the booming

market for whatever cottons Lancashire could produce.

Technical innovation led to massive economies in production. More could
be produced in far less time with Tar lesslabour. But organizational innovation
could also produce significant economies. By the mid-eighteenth century the
domestic system of production may have been stretched to its economic limit:
goods were being produced further and further from their marketing centres
so that transport costs were beginning to outbalance the putter-out’s savings
on plant and wages. The logic of mechanization, by contrast, was concen-
tration; so that production by the new machines was essentially production in
factones The first textile factories were not in the cotton industry, but in
silk spinning. A mechanical process for spinning silk thread or ‘throwing’
had been invented in Italy in the sixteenth century. It was introduced to
England in 1717, by the Lombe brothers, who built a large water-powered
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factory to house it in Derby two years later. It was 500 feet long, several
storeys high, and employed 300 operatives. Other ‘throwing mills’ of this
sort were founded over the next half-century. And with the advent of the
water-frame, by which many machines could be driven from a single power-
source, factory production came to cotton manufacture. In 1771 Arkwright
built a spinning factory which employed 300 at Cromford. By 1781 it em-
ployed 900. By 1790 there were 150 large, water-powered factories through-
out the English north and midlands; even wool spinning was beginning to
be affected. Steam-powered mills had also made their appearance, and,
freed of the necessity for siting near swift-flowing water which made the
earliest textile mills rural institutions, they began to be concentrated in
towns. By 1800 the domestic system of industry was far from dead, except
perhaps in cotton manufacture. But the factories that were to replace it were
spreading rapidly. Around them the towns—Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds—
that were to become the great industrial conurbations of the next century
were already mushrooming.

No comparable set of developments had yet occurred on the continent.
People came to England from all over Europe to view the steam-engines,
advanced forges, foundries, and cotton mills which were transforming industry.
Sometimes they copied orimported these devices; but the continent’s superior
reserves of cheap manpower lessened the attraction of installing innovations
that were initially very expensive. Nor was it before the 1780s that Great
Britain attained levels of productivity which dwarfed anything ever seen
before and so demonstrated beyond dispute that her technical innovations
were more than just expensive toys. It took the removal of tariff protection
against English goods by the treaty of 1786, following which France was
flooded with cottons both cheaper yet higher in quality than native products,
to demonstrate to the French just how far Manchester had moved ahead of
Rouen in cotton production. Then there was a scramble to install jennies,
water-frames, mules, and other English inventions as they appeared. The
cotton manufacturers of Barcelona did the same. Governments everywhere
tried to attract skilled British craftsmen. But no sooner had Europe become
aware of the British example, than contact with it was abruptly shut off by
the wars of the French Revolution. During a decade of more rapid tech-
nological advance than ever the continent, dominated by a France which
regarded Britain as an enemy, was largely cut off from the latest developments.
So Great Britain surged yet further ahead in production; the war also allowed
her, by sweeping her continental competitors from the seas, to capture larger
overseas markets to absorb this growing productive capacity. This was as
crucial as the overseas demand had been in calling forth the British industrial
breakthrough in the first place. The industrial revolution could not have
occurred had it not been preceded and then fuelled by a commercial revolu-
tion which transformed Europe’s relationship with the rest of the world.



3. Wider Horizons: Trade
and Empire

No event [wrote the Abbé Raynal in 17701 has been so interesting to
mankind in general, and to the inhabitants of Europe in particular, as the
discovery of the New World, and the passage to India by the Cape of Good
Hope. It gave rise to a revolution in the commerce, and in the power of
nations; as well as in the manners, industry, and government of the whole
world. At this period, new connexions were formed by the inhabitants of
the most distant regions, for the supply of wants they had never before
experienced. The production of climates situated under the equator, were
consumed in countries bordering on the pole; the industry of the north was
transplanted to the south; and the inhabitants of the west were clothed with
the manufactures of the east.

By 1660 the first. phase of this. European expansion was over. The Spaniards
had established in Central and South America the largest territorial empire
the world had ever seen, but the flood of precious metals with which it had
engulfed Europe for the best part of a century had lost its momentum and
the future role of the empire seemed uncertain. The Portuguese had begun
to exploit the sugar-growing potential of Brazil, but their great east-Indian
spice-trading empire was in ruins, the bulk of it captured in the early seven-
teenth century by the interloping Dutch. Europe was now dependent on
overseas sources for fundamental goods which it could not produce for
itself, or only at great cost—spices, tobacco, sugar, cottons, dyestuffs, and
tropical hardwoods. It was not yet able, however, to send the regions of
supply anything like the same volume of European goods in exchange, for
heavy woollens and European hardware had little market in the tropics. The
balance was made up in silver, mined in America and sent to Europe, only
to be shipped from there in enormous quantities straight to the east. The
arrival of the Europeans in America and Asia had certainly contributed
towards the evolution of a world economy, but the role of Europe itself,
apart from that of the indispensable middleman, was primarily that of a con-
sumer. The most important development of the next phase of European
expansion, which lasted up to 1800 and beyond, was the transformation of
Europe into a major supplier of goods to the rest of the world. Only then
did the great bulk of Europe’s inhabitants begin to benefit more than mar-
ginally from their continent’s world domination.

Colonies
In 1660 the only substantial numbers of Europeans overseas were in Spanish

! G.T. Raynal, A Philosophical and Political History of the Settlements and Trade
of the Europeans in the East and West Indies (trans. W.J.0. Justamond, 1813), i. 1-2.
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America, where they had risen from 120,000 to 650,000 over the preceding
century. Even there, the enormous size of the empire meant that white
settlers were very sparse. The other empires, the Dutch and the Portuguese,
were by contrast trading empires, whose territories (with the exception of
Brazil) were largely confined to commercial enclaves where Europeans came
to make their fortunes, but rarely settled and even more rarely reproduced
themselves, for there were no European women.

But even in 1660 there were signs of change. A growing European demand
for sugar had already led to an intensive colonization-of certain West Indian
islands and more accessible parts of Brazil, first by white settlers and then,
increasingly, by black slaves brought from Africa. Even more important,
European colonies had begun to establish themselves all along the North
American seaboard, after several generations of fruitless experiments. By
1660 there were between 60,000 and 70,000 British and Dutch colonists in
North America, perhaps two-thirds of whom had been born in Europe,—which
shows how new this development was. In 1667 the Dutch colonies became
English under the treaty that ended the second Anglo-Dutch war, and by
1700 the population of British North America had risen to a quarter of a
million, most of them now American born. The colonial population, with
abundant land and natural resources, was soon more than reproducing itself;
and constant immigration, now increasing from non-British parts of Europe,
added further impetus to its growth. By 1776 the population of the thirteen
British colonies had risen to 2,600,000. Nothing comparable to this pheno-
menal growth occurred in the empires of other powers. The number of
French settlers in Canada in the 1660s scarcely exceeded 4,000, had not
reached 20,000 by 1700, and was still less than 70,000 when Canada became
a British possession in 1763. Not more than 200,000 Portuguese emigrated
to Brazil between 1700 and 1760, only a fifth of the number of negro slaves
who were transported there from Africa in the same period. The population
of Spain’s American colonies, after a catastrophic collapse down to the mid-
seventeenth century, rose by 50 per cent before 1800, reaching 14,600,000.
But most of this rise was accounted for by an element which was numerically
unimportant in the north, the native Indians. In 1800 the white population
of these vast territories had still reached only about 2 million, by which time
the former British colonies, the United States, were approaching 54 million.

There was, then, an enormous increase in the number of Europeans (by
birth or descent) living overseas, the greatest part of it accounted for by
settlement in areas barely touched in the mid-seventeenth century. The
problem is to explain it, for Europe was far from overpopulated when this
movement really got under way. Some European colonization resulted from
state planning, notably the French settlements in Canada or ‘New France’.
French traders were established in Canada before the time of Colbert, but he
organized them and subjected the colony to close control. They were, in
his view, important potential markets for home-produced goods, as well as
a source of commodities unavailable in Europe. But the harsh winters and
inhospitable forests of Canada made it unattractive to settlers, and the
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regulation to which they were subjected once there did nothing to increase
its appeal. Nor were the French any more successful in colonizing Louisiana,
at the mouth of the Mississippi, where they founded a fort in 1699. Despite
the inflated hopes raised by Law’s plan of 1719 to make its trade the key-
stone of an economic miracle, it was peopled mainly by transported criminals
rather than by voluntary settlers; and after the collapse of Law’s ‘system’
Louisiana stagnated. Much more potent as a spur to emigration was the hope
of making a fortune—of which, again, Canada and Louisiana offered few
prospects. The first Europeans had gone to America in search of gold, and it
was the discovery of large gold deposits in Brazil in the 1690s that promoted
most Portuguese emigration in the subsequent sixty or seventy years. By
1709 the Minas Gerais region, a wilderness twenty years before, had a popul-
lation of about 30,000; and by 1720 the home government was so alarmed
by the exodus from certain Portuguese provinces that it forbade emigration
without a royal licence. But neither government encouragement nor hope of
gain peopled the most spectacular region of European colonization, the
British colonies of the North American seaboard. From the start most of the
immigrants to British North America had been refugees, from either religious
or political oppression, or from economic hardship. Pennsylvania, for example,
was founded in 1682 as a haven for Quakers. After 1685 hundreds of Hugue-
nots expelled from France also found their way to America. With the passage
of the Toleration Act in 1689, however, the stream of religious refugees from
the British Isles dried up, their place being taken by transported criminals
(for which the last colony, Georgia, was largely founded in 1733) or in-
habitants of areas struck by economic adversity, such as Ulster or north-
west Scotland. The religious element now came largely from the immigration
of Germans, who accounted for 250,000 new arrivals between 1700 and
1770. Successive British governments, afraid that emigration would diminish
home manpower, paid premiums for transporting Germans to America right
down to 1776. By that time (if black slaves are also included) over a third of
the colonial population was of non-English origin, with the newcomers
concentrated in the frontier areas that were expanding most rapidly.

A further attraction of the British colonies was that they were self-governing
and largely free from the interference or regulation of the home government.
This was exceptional, for most European states with colonies regarded them
merely as provinces of the mother country beyond the seas and therefore
subject to a central direction as close, if not closer, than that of the home-
land. The pattern had been set by the Spaniards, who governed the whole of
their empire from a council of the Indies sitting in Madrid. The colonies,
regional viceroyalties had little freedom of action, serving merely as channels
for the transmission of orders from Spain to the corregidores who represented
the king at local level. Yet in practice this system was slow, cumbersome,
corrupt, and vitiated by venality of offices at all levels. This was one reason
why the reforming ministers of Charles III began to introduce, as in Spain
itself, a system of intendants modelled on that of France. Starting in Cuba in
1764, by 1790 the system had been introduced everywhere. Administration
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now became more efficient, but, staffed by appointees of Spanish birth,
it only increased the long-standing hostility of the American-born ‘creole’
aristocracy, who had monopolized local office under the old system, towards
the peninsular Spaniards who transmitted the king’s orders to them. In
Brazil, similarly, government grew more autocratic. When civil war broke
out in Minas Gerais in 1708—9 between the backwoodsmen who had first
found gold and the emboabas or newcomers from coastal regions and from
Portugal who were pouring in to exploit the find, the viceroy used the
opportunity to clamp a tight semi-military system of government on the
region. In 1740 the diamond-producing district was effectively sealed off
from the outside world by troops. The arrival in power of Pombal (1755)
who was determined to mobilize the total resources of the Portuguese empire,
marked a new stage in the extension of central control. The resistance of
the Jesuits to his attempts to impose secular control on their Indian protec-
torate in Paraguay was only the most spectacular sign of resentment at the
growing pretensions of the Lisbon government to control and regulate every
aspect of life in South America. Such resentment was largely absent in
Canada, but close control from France had been a feature there from the
start. When Canada became British in 1763, the new rulers proclaimed their
intention ultimately to establish representative government; but the Quebec
Act in 1774 recognized that, quite apart from the fact that the population
was made up of Catholics who enjoyed civil rights in no other British dominion,
the French colonists had no tradition of self-government and would be
content to be ruled more directly.

This act, however, scandalized the English-speaking colonists of North
America, who were by then on the point of severing their links with Great
Britain. To them it seemed added proof that the home government was bent
on destroying all colonial independence. Most British colonies had been
endowed, from their foundation, with representative institutions. They
varied from colony to colony in their structure and in the number of colonists
entitled to vote, from the relative democracy of certain New England colonies
such as Massachussetts or Rhode Island to the aristocratic oligarchies of
Virginia and the Carolinas. Each colony had a governor, appointed from Eng-
land by the crown, or the colony’s proprietor, depending on its constitution.
But these governors commanded no troops except colonial militias, and
above all they were paid by the colonial assemblies. The seventeenth century
saw an attempt to reverse this democratic drift. James duke of York refused
to grant New York a representative assembly between its capture, in 1664,
and 1683. Then as King James II he began to reorganize the northern colonies
into a centralized ‘Dominion of New England’ which, while not unrepresenta-
tive in some of its features, was clearly designed to subject the colonies to
closer control through the agency of a single supreme governor. With James’s
overthrow in 1689 the scheme collapsed and the colonies entered a period of
‘salutary neglect’ during which they each developed along their own lines,
making their own laws with the minimum of interference from Europe, except
in wartime. Even then such interference was increasingly resented. The
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most distinctive of all their diverse privileges was freedom from taxation, a
right not enjoyed by the overseas colonies of any other European state. Taxes
were raised in the thirteen colonies by the authority of their own legislatures,
not by parliament in London. And, thirty years before the Stamp Act sparked
off an ultimately fatal quarrel over taxing America, Walpole’s Molasses Act
of 1733 was denounced as detrimental to colonial rights. It was, protested
Rhode Island’s agent in London ‘divesting them of their rights and privileges
as the King’s natural-born subjects and Englishmen, in levying subsidies upon
them against their consent, when they are annexed to no county in Great
Britain, have no representative in Parliament, nor have any part of the legis-
lature of this kingdom’.?

The home government held that this act was not a measure of taxation at
all, but rather one of trade regulation. As such it fell into a sphere in which
only the central government of the empire was competent to make policy.
This was axiomatic among all the European powers with colonies. However
varied the motives of those who emigrated, and however unconcerned they
and their descendants became about the affairs of Europe, all governments
viewed colonies as primarily designed to enrich the mother country. If-they
had no economic value, they had no value at all. Their trade must therefore
be controlled and regulated so as to promote the home country’s interests.
Here again Spain set the example. Theoretically all trade with her American
colonies had always been channelled through the agency of the ‘House of
Trade’ in Seville, transferred in 1717 to Cadiz. From here a small syndicate
of merchants shipped goods to and from selected ports in America. As far
as possible American exports were concentrated in two great annual convoys
sailing for Spain. But by the end of the seventeenth century this system was
falling apart. Convoys sailed irregularly, and in many years not at all; the
number of ships was also much diminished. Interlopers from Holland, France,
and England traded directly with most Spanish American ports in relative
freedom, and smuggling accounted for perhaps two-thirds of the total trade
of Spanish America by 1700. At the Peace of Utrecht, Spain attempted to
fob off foreign interlopers by allowing the British and the Dutch to send a
ship a year each of goods to Central America. The British also gained the
asiento—the right to import slaves into South America.® At the same time
however the new Bourbon authorities in Spain made strenuous efforts to
refurbish the remains of the exclusive system. A body of semi-independent
coastguards was organized and the annual convoy system worked sporadically
on until the end of the century. The Portuguese system was also tightened up
in the eighteenth century. In principle trade to and from Brazil was confined
to Portuguese nationals, most of it concentrated in annual fleets. In 1755
Pombal set up a council of commerce to control this trade, placing the
commerce of the two most underdeveloped Brazilian regions in the hands

* Quoted in L.R. Christie, Crisis of Empire: Great Britain and the American Colonies
1754—-1783 (1966), 14.

® The asiento had been largely in Dutch hands until 1694. After that the Portuguese
held it, and the French won it in 1701.
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of monopolistic companies. Such companies ‘were nothing new: they were
the most popular means of organizing colonization in the seventeenth century.
The French settlements in Canada and Louisiana under Louis XIV, for
example, were dominated by asuccession of government-organized companies.
Their basic aim was to concentrate the trade and wealth of a colony in the
hands of nationals of the state to which the colony belonged. Right down to
1763 non-French traders were rigorously excluded from Canada—an easier
task, admittedly, than keeping them out of the French West Indies.

Much English colonization had also been conducted in the early seven-
teenth century by chartered monopoly companies, but by 1700 their help
was not needed. This did not leave the trade of British colonies open to all
comers. Between 1660 and 1696 a series of measures, collectively known
as the Navigation Acts or the Acts of Trade, effectively confined the trade
of British colonies with the outside world to ships that were British owned,
built, or manned. In addition, all the most important articles of colonial
production, such as sugar, cotton, tobacco, or naval stores were ‘enumerated’,
which meant that they could only be exported directly to British territory.
It is true that some regulations were framed to protect the colonies’ European
markets—for example tobacco would grow in England but was prohibited in
order to benefit Virginia. But on the whole the mother country was far more
concerned to restrict than to promote any colonial production that might
rival her own. In the seventeenth century there was little sign of this, but
as the colonies grew they began to produce many goods previously imported
from Great Britain. Home producers saw this as a threat, and by 1750 they
had persuaded parliament to restrict colonial production of woollens, hats,
and hardware. The Molasses Act of 1733 tried to force the thirteen colonies
to buy British West Indian sugar, even though it was dearer than French. In
practice these measures were widely evaded owing to the inadequacy of the
colonial bureaucracy, but their very existence rankled with the colonists.
Attempts after 1763 to enforce economic controls on the empire more rigor-
ously did much to provoke thoughts of independence.

Plantations

When the English and French first began to colonize the Americas, they had
more success in the islands of the West Indies than on the mainland. In 1660
there were probably as many Englishmen in the West Indies as on the whole
of the northern continent, and many more Frenchmen than in Canada. By
1700 this situation had completely changed. Mainland colonists now far
outnumbered those of the Caribbean. The population of the Caribbean
colonies of Europe had indeed continued to grow, but most of the increase
was made up by the dramatic expansion in the number of black slaves that
accompanied the triumph of sugar production.

In the early seventeenth century most of Europe’s sugar had come from
Brazil, where the techniques and organization of production that were to
flourish in the next century were developed. The Portuguese found that
sugar was most economically produced on large plantations with a well-
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regimented work-force of slaves. Many native Indians were enslaved at first,
but their falling population made them difficult and expensive to find, so
from early in the sixteenth century the Brazilian plantations were mostly
being worked by blacks brought from Africa. Fifty thousand had been
imported by 1600 and over half a million arrived over the next century. By
their labours Brazilian sugar experienced a boom down to the 1670s. So
lucrative did this trade seem that the English and French began to introduce
sugar commercially to their West Indian islands from the 1630s onwards.
Here, since the problem of labour was even more difficult, the Brazilian
model of large plantations and an imported slave-labour force was rapidly
adopted. Barbados, the first island to commit itself to sugar, had already
reached its peak by 1660. An island notable a generation earlier for the
number of its small proprietors, it had by then been largely consolidated into
a few hundred big estates; by 1673 it was producing a quarter of the output
of all Brazil. Between 1643 and 1680 its population of black slaves rose
from 6,000 to 35,000, with so much of its surface area devoted to sugar
that three-quarters of the food supply had to be imported. By 1680, too,
Barbados was paying the price of monoculture in terms of soil exhaustion
and rising costs; but the pattern it had set was to be repeated in most of
the other Caribbean islands over the next century and a half.

The success of Barbados led other islands to introduce large-scale sugar
production. But by now the demand in Europe was levelling off, with the
result that by 1670 the market was oversupplied. Prices slumped and did not
begin to recover until after 1690. Not until this recovery did the economy
of sugar and slaves resume its spread across the Caribbean, but from then on
expansion was almost constant. By 1730 Guadeloupe, Saint-Domingue (the
western half of Hispaniola, won by France from Spain in 1697), and Jamaica
had become major producers, the last two on such a scale that in the early
1730s prices briefly slumped again owing to oversupply. By 1740, however,
demand had once more recovered, and continued to grow, interrupted only
by colonial wars, until the 1790s. By 1780 Jamaica was almost totally given
over to sugar and in Saint-Domingue coffee and indigo were also booming.
From the 1760s even the Spaniards (who had never shown much interest
in it before) began to plant sugar on a large scale in Cuba, the largest island,
and by 1800 Cuban production was expanding faster than any other. So
lucrative had the market become that plantations were being established in
Mauritius and the Philippines, at the other side of the world. The figures
for West Indian sugar production show the scale of the boom: in 1655 it
stood at not much more than 7,000 tons per year. By 1767, excluding Cuba,
this total had risen to 144,000 tons, and it went on rising until the 1790s.
Small wonder that the European nations considered the sugar islands their
richest assets and devoted much of their naval efforts in the mid-eighteenth-
century wars to isolating or capturing those of their enemies. When the elder
Pitt in 1763 denounced the return of Guadeloupe to France after the Seven
Years War, he had many sympathizers. They would have preferred to return
Canada, a much vaster but infinitely poorer territory.
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The sugar islands were governed and maﬁaged according to the same
principles as the mainland colonies. British islands had representative assem-
blies to manage their internal affairs; French islands were governed more
autocratically’ by intendants. But they also had sovereign councils, the equiva-
lent of French parlements, which served as supreme lawcourts and in effect
represented the richest residents. Sugar colonies were subject to the whole
range of commercial restrictions borne by others. They were forbidden to
export their products directly to foreign territories or to import supplies
from them. Such a system initially gave the British islands a clear advantage,
in that they could import their supplies from North America, whereas the
French had to supply themselves from distant Europe at far greater cost.
By the early eighteenth century, however, the British islands were absorbing
fewer supplies than the rapidly expanding economy of New England could
produce, and thanks to soil exhaustion their sugar was more expensive and
lower in quality than that of the still-expanding French islands. Increasingly,
therefore, the New Englanders turned to supplying the French islands. Since
their goods were cheaper than those brought from France, the colonists
welcomed them. Both home governments tried to prevent these develop-
ments, but restrictions were widely evaded, especially in wartime when the
French islands survived the severance of their links with France by the
British fleet only through the supplies of interloping British colonists! When
hostilities ended, it never®proved possible to return to the pre-war pattern.
Whilst the British government, in 1764, attempted to reinforce the laws
restricting colonial trade with the French islands, the French experimented
with limited access for interlopers. When the rebellious British colonists
became their allies in 1778, they felt obliged to allow them free access. Amid
loud protests from the western ports of France, the trade of the French West
Indies was officially declared open in 1784.

These protests illustrate a further important feature of the economic net-
work based on sugar—the bitter divisions between groups involved in it.
Metropolitan merchants antagonized planters by their support for exclusive
trade regulations. Planters antagonized merchants by evading the regulations,
as well as by incurring large debts to the homeland which a shortage of
coinage in the colonies made it impossible for them ever to clear. But even
the colonists themselves were deeply divided. The richest West Indies pro-
prietors were almost always absentees, spending their lavish revenues in Europe
and neglecting the plantations which were their source, despised and often
cheated by the white managers they left in the isles, who along with smaller
resident proprietors felt they alone represented the islands’ true interests.
Yet these claims in their turn were contested by the growing numbers of
mulattos. When, in 1787, the French West Indies received representative
assemblies, the whites insisted on monopolizing them despite mulatto
protests—especially in Saint-Domingue, where mulattos were almost as
numerous as whites. Agitation over this issue, fanned by the political ferment
that overtook France in the next few years, did much in its turn to arouse the
unrest among black slaves which broke out in the great rebellion of 1791.
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Black slavery was the basis of the West Indian economy; without it, sugar
could not have been commercially produced and without its expansion the
sugar boom could not have occurred. Around 1680 the slave population of
the British West Indies was between 60,000 and 70,000; that of the French,
about 21,000. A century later the British total had risen to around 400,000,
and twice that number if we add the slaves in the new United States; that of
the French was now well over half a million; that of the Spanish Caribbean
was around 100,000; while that of Brazil had reached between 800,000 and
900,000. And since (with the exception of slaves in North America) this black
population never succeeded in replacing itself naturally, much less expanding,
it was maintained and increased only by a flourishing slave trade operating
from the ports of Europe and North America. Naturally this trade expanded
too. In the later seventeenth century 968,000 slaves were taken forcibly by
Europeans from Africa and landed in the Americas. In the eighteenth century
the number rose to 6,000,000, the greatest increase occurring between 1760
and 1790.

The oldest slaving nation, and still in the later eighteenth century second
only to the British, were the Portuguese. They had pioneered the ‘triangular
trade’, in which they sailed to the coasts of Africa and there exchanged fire-
arms, drink, or tobacco for slaves. They then transported their human cargo
to America (the notorious ‘middle passage’) and returned to Europe laden
with tropical produce. When the Dutch, English, and French entered the
slave trade in the seventeenth century they did so at first through monopoly
companies—the Dutch West India Company, the English Royal African
Company, the French Senegal Company. But company operations were
largely ruined by the endless credit they were forced to extend to planters
during the depression in sugar prices between 1670 and 1690, and by the
early eighteenth century they had mostly disappeared, leaving the slave trade
largely in private hands. Merchants dealing primarily in slaves were never
very numerous, even in the most important slaving ports, such as Nantes,
Liverpool, or Providence, Rhode Island. Nor did their profits ever constitute
a large proportion of the total yield of the Atlantic colonial trade. Yet
extravagant claims have often been made about the eighteenth-century
slave trade. It has been alleged that it was fantastically profitable, and that
these profits played a fundamental part in financing the British industrial
revolution.® Abolitionist stories of the inhumanity and mortality of the
middle passage have also been endlessly repeated, with enough concrete
examples (like that of the 143 slaves jettisoned from the British slaver Zong,
to save water, in 1781) to make them credible. Recent researches, however,
have tended to play down more extravagant assertions.® The profits realized
by the British slave trade did not exceed 10 per cent in the later eighteenth
century, and those of French and Dutch slavers were far less. Even if the
total profits of British slaving had been invested in industrialization, they

4 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (1944).
* See R. Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition 1760-1810 (1975),
1-57.
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would not have amounted to more than 1-59 per cent of total industrial
investment; and even the pioneering cotton industry, situated close to the
main British slaving port of Liverpool, is unlikely to have derived more
than 3-5 per cent of its capital investment from slaving profits. As to the
middle passage, it is true that in the seventeenth century almost a quarter of
slaves transported often died before arrival in America, but by the later
eighteenth century the death-rate had fallen to between 8 and 10 per cent—a
lower rate of mortality than among the crews transporting them. It was not
in the slavers’ interests to lose a large proportion of their valuable cargo.
None of this is to minimize the immense human and economic consequences
of the trade. Even if few slaves were actually captured by Europeans in
Africa, most being bought from African warrior chiefs, the very presence of
slavers and their permanent outposts along the coast sent severe shock waves
deep into Africa. The transplantation of millions of blacks from one continent
to another permanently changed the character of all the various societies
established in America. And without the slave trade the whole sugar economy
which boomed so spectacularly in the eighteenth century, and the prosperity
that this boom brought to western European ports from Glasgow to Lisbon,
could never have occurred. To this extent Europe’s growing taste for tropical
luxuries was gratified only at the expense of the black races of Africa.

The rapid growth of the slave population in the Americas left whites
increasingly uneasy. Fears of slave uprisings haunted both the resident creoles
(fearful for their lives) and absentee owners (worried about their revenues).
Already by the 1730s the expansion of plantations in the larger islands was
being hampered by the raids of ‘maroons’, or slaves who had escaped to the
mountains. In Jamaica it took several years of fullscale war to put them
down. Clashes between planters and maroons continued throughout the
century, but not until the 1790s did the long-dreaded rebellion occur, and
thenit wasin a French territory already torn by four years of conflict between
whites and mulattos over who was to benefit most from the Revolution
in Europe. But Saint-Domingue was the largest, richest, and most varied of
Europe’s sugar colonies and, apart from Cuba, the only one which had not
yet reached the limits of expansion. Slaves outnumbered whites by ten to
one, yet they were probably more harshly treated there than in many other
islands. So that when, in response to a decree giving freeborn mulattos full
civil rights, the whites began to arm and talk of independence, the slaves saw
an opportunity to revenge themselves on a group who could no longer rely
on support from Europe. In August 1791 an enormous and bloody uprising
broke out, in which over 1,400 properties were ravaged and more than 1,000
whites massacred. At a blow the prosperity of Saint-Domingue was destroyed.
The example, spreading to other islands, threatened to ruin them too. In
1795 there was another serious maroon rising in Jamaica. Nothing the French
could do, not even a conditional emancipation of slaves proclaimed in 1792,
nor a total, unconditional abolition of slavery in 1794, was able to restore the
situation. Nor was an Anglo-Spanish invasion after the outbreak of war with
France in 1793 any more effective; before they withdrew in 1797 the British
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had lost 40,000 troops, mostly through disease. By 1800 some semblance of
order had been restored by the former slave Toussaint L’Ouverture, who had
defeated the British and announced his loyalty to revolutionary France, while
at the same time proclaiming himself governor-general for life of a virtually
independent black-ruled Saint Domingue. But the old prosperity was gone.
Martinique was still in French hands, but cut off by British fleets from
contact with Europe. The British had captured the other French islands and
incidentally cormered the market for re-exporting sugar to the European
mainland, which they had lost to the French in the 1730s. The British sugar
islands looked set in the mid-1780s for a rapid decline in the face of French
competition and the loss of North American markets; the collapse of the
French Caribbean empire gave them a new lease of life, so that in 1800 the
West Indies trade accounted for a larger sector of British commerce than
ever before. As aresult, despite a growing chorus of criticism from abolitionists,
the slave trade continued to flourish. The awful example of Saint-Domingue,
far from strengthening the abolitionists’ case, convinced much uncommitted
opinion that it was folly to allow any freedom to black savages. As in so
many other fields, the events of the French Revolution postponed liberal
reforms for at least a generation.

Counters and Factories

Not all European expansion overseas took the form of founding colonies
or establishing plantations. Only if there was no alternative did Europeans
set out to conquer and rule overseas territories. Otherwise, as in the case
of the slave coasts of west Africa, they were content merely to set up forti-
fied trading posts, usually known as ‘counters’ or ‘factories’. The classic
region of trading posts was east of the Cape of Good Hope. Here, in 1660,
the European presence was largely a trading presence. The Portuguese, who
had first opened the Cape route to India, held a coastal principality stretching
for 100 miles north of Goa; the Spaniards claimed the Philippines, the French
held Mauritius and Reunion,® and the Dutch were laying claim to large
stretches of western Java. Yet most of the Dutch domination of the East
Indies, the tightest commercial monopoly east of the Cape, was achieved
through a mere string of trading posts stretching from the Bay of Bengal to
the Moluccas. The English, who earlier in the century had tried to dispute
this control, were left only with toeholds on the Indian subcontinent at
Madras and (from 1662) at Bombay. Nobody dreamed of colonizing or sub-
jecting these eastern shores. Even as late as 1767, the secretary of the British
East India Company could declare that: ‘We don’t want conquest and power;
it is commercial interest only we look for.”” By then, however, the difficulties
of this doctrine were already overwhelming. There was no way in which trade
and power could long be kept apart.

Originally Europeans had gone to the east in search of pepper and spices—

¢ Then called, respectively, the Ile de France and the Ile Bourbon.

7 Quoted in P.J. Marshall, Problems of Empire: Britain and India 17571813
(1968), 17.
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goods which remained the mainstay of Dutcheastern trade until, late in the
eighteenth century, coffee planting was established in Java. The Dutch periodi-
cally made attempts to establish a complete monopoly in spices, but their
competitors (European or local) always managed to find sources beyond
Dutch control. In any case, by 1700 spices had been ousted from first place
among Asian exports to Europe by cotton and cloth, mostly made on the
Indian subcontinent. India was the most important region of European
expansion in the east in the eighteenth century, not only on account of its
cottons, but also for its saltpetre (an essential ingredient of gunpowder)
and silks. To tap these commodities new European factories were established
—by the French at Pondicherry in 1674, and by the English at Calcutta
in 1686. But it was not only through the exports of India that these out-
posts flourished and grew rich over the next century. Originally established
for the ‘Europe trade’, they rapidly became involved in the ‘country trade’
of local traffic. So Europeans also became Asian traders, plying between
Asian ports, and only their profits reached Europe. Finally, a growing pro-
portion of the trade of factories around the Indian Ocean consisted in re-
exporting to Europe goods bought further east, in Japan and China. Ever
since 1640 Japanese trade had been officially closed to Europeans, except
for a small Dutch post which dispatched only two cargoes a year. In 1660
China was not open, except to the Portuguese established at Macao. But in
1684 foreign traders were allowed to establish themselves in a compound
outside Canton, which during the next few decades became a flourishing
entrepot for all European trade with China. The basic commodity was tea,
most of which went to England and British North America. Between 1730
and 1785 tea exports from Canton rose by over 600 per cent; beside them
silk and porcelain, the other principal Chinese exports, were of very limited
value. Much of this trade reached Europe only via factories further west;
when the Dutch attempted to corner the Canton tea trade in the 1730s by
direct trading, they soon found the cost prohibitive.

Except for the country trade, activity in the eastern seas was nowhere
in private hands. The trade of Portugal operated under the same system as
that of Brazil—concentrated into two or three annual, state-organized ship-
ments. The Spaniards sent an annual galleon across the Pacific between
Manila and Mexico, again under government supervision. But Dutch, English,
and French activity (and that of lesser powers with eastern interests, such as
Denmark) was organized by chartered monopoly trading companies—bodies
which seldom flourished in the Atlantic trade but were only too successful
further east. The Dutch East India Company, formed in 1602 from an amalgam
of smaller bodies, was a national institution, in which each of the United
Provinces provided capital and shared dividends. Its directors (the ‘XVII
Heeren’) were elected by nominees of the various provincial governments, but
shares in the company were open to all; its fortunes were a barometer of the
whole commercial life of the Republic. The English company, founded in
1600, was by contrast mainly the affair of a handful of London merchants.
Few objected to this in the company’s early years, during which it fought a
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losing battle against the Dutch for a share in the spice trade. But when, after
1660, trade with India began to show worthwhile profits, the company’s
monopoly came under attack. In 1698 a rival company was chartered and a
decade of enervating competition followed until the two joined forces in
1709 to monopolize eastern trade once more. By the 1720s the company was
the country’s largest trading organization and perhaps its greatest single
employer outside the armed forces. It also enjoyed extensive influence in
politics. Such assured power contrasted vividly with the French company,
established in 1664 with royal support, but undercapitalized and over-
regulated from the start. It founded Pondicherry, but was constantly being
urged into non-commercial ventures, such as the fruitless colonization of
Madagascar. By 1706 it had ceased to send ships to the east and was licensing
private traders, and in 1720 it was almost destroyed in the collapse of Law’s
‘system’, into which it had been incorporated. Not until after 1730 did the
French company, freer now of government interference, begin to show a
profit, and its port at Lorient to prosper.

The main problem facing the European East India companies, as their
business grew and their trading networks became ever more complex and
extensive, was how to control their own agents at two or three times the
distance of the Americas, when it took months or even years to make contact
with them. From the start the ambitions of the companies and their servants
diverged. The companies sought reliable dividends for their shareholders;
their servants went east to make their own fortunes. They were paid so little
that the temptation to make money at the expense of both the natives and
their employers was irresistible. The British company allowed its servants to
invest in country trade, well aware that in addition to satisfying their desire
to enrich themselves, the country trade brought to the company’s factories
local goods that could be used to pay for Indian and Chinese exports instead
of silver. The Dutch company tried to monopolize country trade in its own
hands, with the result that it was cheated and ignored by its own employees
on a vast scale. Even more seriously, company employees in the east often
took unilateral decisions to intervene in local politics without first consulting
their European masters. Between 1619 and 1677 the Dutch company gradually
came to be the only effective political authority in Java, mainly thanks to a
ruthless acceptance by Dutch governors on the spot of every opportunity to
acquire influence by exploiting the power struggle between native princes—
and each time in express defiance of the ‘XVII Heeren’. In the 1690s Job
Charnock, founder of Calcutta, declared war in the English company’s name on
the Mughal emperor himself; and when this emperor, the ferocious Aurangzeb,
died in 1707, an era of chaos began in Indian politics in which the agents of
the European companies could not fail to become involved. Central authority
collapsed and in 1729 a Persian army sacked Delhi. Throughout the sub-
continent local princes fell to feuding between themselves, and some turned
to the Europeans for allies.

Until the 1740s the Europeans in India had tried not to become involved
in the conflicts of their mother-states; but when Great Britain and France
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went to war in 1744 the British refused a non-aggression agreement offered
by Dupleix, the governor of Pondicherry. In the fighting that followed
Indian princes were impressed by the qualities of the troops of the rival
European companies; and in subsequent years Dupleix exploited their interest
by offering French troops as mercenaries. In payment, Dupleix began to
accept gifts of territory and revenues—a policy his superiors in Paris encouraged
until, in 1752, he began to be defeated by British forces playing a similar
role. So that when the Seven Years War broke out officially in 1756, the
European trading rivals in India were already in conflict, each backed by a
network of Indian allies. The most formidable friend of the French was
Suraj-ud-Dowlah, nawab of Bengal, who captured the British base of Calcutta
and exterminated most of his prisoners in the notorious ‘black hole’. The
Company sent Robert Clive from Madras to recover Calcutta, and in 1757
he was able to rout Suraj-ud-Dowlah at Plassey. A determined effort by the
French to regain the military initiative with reinforcements from Europe was
held off, and one by one all the French factories fell. They received them
back at the peace in 1763, but were not allowed to fortify them. From
now on India was a British sphere of influence, into which other European
powers were allowed only on suffrance. A spectacular naval campaign fought
in the Indian Ocean by the French in the subsequent war (1778—83), though
it coincided with a burst of Indian resistance to ever-growing British power,
proved unable to restore the French position.

In times of open war the efforts that had brought the British to supremacy
were supported by the government’s naval strength. The fact remains, how-
ever, that most of the fighting had been done by servants of the East India
Company, against the Company’s known policy, and often in defiance of its
express instructions. After Plassey Clive deposed Suraj-ud-Dowlah and estab-
lished a puppet regime; the Company found itself the controlling power in
Bengal. Then in 1765 Clive undertook, on the Company’s behalf, to collect
diwani, or imperial revenues, in Bengal, thus assuming direct civil authority in
India’s richest province. Meanwhile public attention had been drawn to
Indian questions by the increasing number of ‘nabobs’ returning from India
fabulously enriched, who used their wealth to buy influence, often in the
controlling circles of the Company itself. By demanding the payment of
exorbitant dividends, they had forced it into financial difficulties by the late
1760s, difficulties aggravated by governmental demands for a share in the
very uncertain diwani profits. Since the Company could meet its obligations
only by borrowing, by the time of the Europe-wide credit crisis of the early
1770s it was facing bankruptcy. No government could willingly allow so
important a body to collapse. A subsidy was arranged—but at a price. A
Regulating Act of 1772 made the supreme authorities in British India the
nominees of government rather than of the Company, and a further Act of
1784 placed the direction of Indian affairs from London in the hands of a
board of control which was in effect a committee of the Privy Council.
By the end of the century the British government had assumed political
responsibility for substantial tracts of the Indian sub-continent, and the
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Company, after a brief and unhappy spell of temporal power, was once more
left a primarily commercial concern—although it continued to supply most of
the personnel by whom British India was to be governed.

The British government did not willingly assume territorial power in India.
By the time the 1784 Act took effect, Great Britain had just lost most of its
empire in North America, and was reluctant to risk repeating such a humilia-
tion. Shelburne’s declaration in 1782, ‘We prefer trade to dominion’,® remained
the keynote of most European activity east of the Cape. Most of the explora-
tion of the Pacific which marked the latter half of the eighteenth century was
sponsored by the governments of rival states with a view to finding new
trading outlets or establishing outposts that would strengthen existing trade-
routes. The achievement of a navigator such as Cook was remarkable—
between 1764 and 1779 he explored several groups of Pacific islands, circum-
navigated New Zealand, mapped the east coast of Australia for the first
time, proved that there was no lost continent between these lands and Cape
Horn, and explored the coasts of Alaska in a fruitless search for a northern
passage to the Atlantic. But none of this brought the immediate commercial
benefits that were hoped for. Australia was poor and empty; the only use the
British could find for it was as a depository, from 1788 onwards, for trans-
ported convicts. For years to come the Pacific islands would remain little
more than staging posts for whaling expeditions. The China trade was the
great success story of the century’s last decades; by the 1790s it had become
the main commercial concern of the East India Company, while India proper
became largely a staging post. But when, in 1792 and 1794, the British and
Dutch respectively sent missions to China with instructions to negotiate
an opening of the trade of that great empire beyond the narrow confines of
Canton, they were rebuffed. So the greatest European activity in eastern
seas in the later eighteenth century took place in areas where it was already
well established before the attempts to find new outlets. And it was at its
most spectacular in those regions—India and Java—in which dominion as
well as trade characterized the European presence.

Patterns of Trade

Overseas expansion was not new in European history in 1660, but that date
marked the end of one phase and the beginning of another. The old overseas
empires had been created by Spain and Portugal, their commercial value
founded on a few commodities that Europe was unable to supply for her-
self—bullion and spices. The new empires arising after 1660 were the creation
of the maritime nations of the north—the Dutch republic, England, and
France—and were founded on the supply of a far more varied range of goods;
on sugar, coffee, and tea, on cottons and silks, on saltpetre, tobacco, dye-
stuffs, and tropical woods, as well as on new sources for spices and bullion.
The new empires had a far broader economic base than the old and the range

8 Quoted in V.T. Harlow, The Founding of the Second British Empire 176393
(1952), i. 6.
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of their products revolutionized European trade, to lift it out of the stagnation
into which it had fallen in the mid-seventeenth century. Over-all figures for
European trade do not yet exist, but those of the individual states make the
general drift more than clear.

In 1660 the dominant trading nation in Europe was the Dutch republic.
During the first half of the century the cheap and capacious fluits of the
Dutch sailors had made them Europe’s carriers, and by 1670 they had more
merchant ships than all their main rivals combined. Already, however, the
original foundation of Dutch commercial prosperity, the Baltic trade, had
gone into a recession; and when in the eighteenth century it recovered,
stronger rivals prevented the maintenance of the near-monopoly the Dutch
had enjoyed in earlier days. The years between 1650 and 1670 also brought
signs of determination by England and France to diminish the Dutch share
of their own trade, in the form of the Navigation Acts and Colbert’s tariffs
against Dutch imports. Finally, from 1672 until 1713 the Dutch were involved
in three enormously expensive wars against France, whose cost was crushing
taxation and commercial disruption. As a result, by 1720 Dutch trade had
ceased to expand, accounting from then on for a shrinking proportion of
European commerce as a whole. With her East Indies spice and coffee empire,
her West Indies bases in St. Eustatius and Guiana, and her important role in
the slave trade, the Republic remained in the first rank of Europe’s overseas
trade, far outstripping the puny efforts of Austria, Prussia, or the Scandinavian
states. She remained the important local carrier she had been a century
before: in 1785 over two-thirds of her trade was still European. Nevertheless
by then she had been left far behind by France and Great Britain.

French trade undoubtedly benefited from the aggressive attitude of
Louis XIV’s government towards Dutch competition. By 1690, with the
exception of Baltic traffic, most French commerce was being carried in
French, not Dutch, ships—including that of the colonial sector, which leaped
forward in the thirty years after 1660. The quarter-century of wars from
1689 onwards brought expansion to an end, but it resumed spectacularly
with the Regency. Between then and the Revolution, French trade as a whole
grew fivefold, the European sector fourfold, and the colonial sector tenfold—
a rate of expansion not matched by any other country. Exports of native
products trebled, playing a far greater role in French trade than in Dutch.
French agriculture sent considerable supplies to the West Indies and French
wines supplied the whole of Europe, with the notable exception of England.
French manufactures meanwhile dominated Mediterranean markets and,
through re-export from Spain, much of Latin America. Nevertheless the most
striking sector of both Dutch and French trade was colonial re-exports. In
1783 it was estimated that over three-quarters of Dutch imports from Asia
were re-exported directly to other European countries. And at Bordeaux, a
port which in 1782 handled a quarter of all French overseas trade, three-
quarters of sugar imports and four-fifths of coffee imports were re-exported.
French colonial re-exports increased eightfold over the eighteenth century;
by 1730 the French had driven the British out of the European market for
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many such commodities by undercutting their prices.

This was ominous; for British trade, too, had been revolutionized by the
colonial link in the latter half of the seventeenth century. Earlier, the major
element in English trade had been the export of woollens, much of it handled
by the Dutch. By 1700 the Navigation Acts had driven the Dutch out of
English harbours, not to mention those of English colonies; and the woollen
trade, although it had expanded, had been overtaken by other sectors. By this
time, one-third of all goods sent out of England consisted of re-exported
West Indies sugar, Virginian tobacco, and Indian cottons. Thus far English
development ran parallel to that of France, although even now the volume
of English trade was much higher. The next thirty years saw the French win
the battle for the European re-export markets, with their cheaper sugar and
coffee; while tariff walls went up against Indian cottons at the demand of
woollen producers in most countries. As a result, British re-exports, already
a third of all exports in 1700, had only risen to 40 per cent by 1750, and to
55 per cent by 1790. Yet British overseas trade as a whole continued to
expand: between 1716 and 1788 it grew almost two and a half times. This
was made possible by yet another change in the character of British trade,
which by the later eighteenth century had made it quite different from
that of any other country—the growth of colonial markets for British manu-
factures.

One such market was the Portuguese empire, first opened to the British
by the Methuen treaty of 1703, at the very moment when the first Brazilian
gold discoveries were beginning to reach Europe. Port wine now supplanted
claret on British tables, and much of the gold pouring out of Brazil over the
next half-century found its way to the British Isles. In return, British-produced
foodstuffs and textiles dominated the Portuguese market, and from there
that of Brazil. ‘The trade of the English at Lisbon’, noted a French merchant
in 1730, ‘is the most important of all; according to many people, it is as great
as that of all the other nations put together.® Between 1700 and 1760
Portugal took between 9 and 12 per cent of British exports, and between
1731 and 1745, 18 per cent of British exported manufactures went there.
This trade played an important role in helping Britain to readjust its commerce
in the face of French competition, and by the time it began to decline, after
1760, an even larger market had appeared in the form of the thirteen North
American colonies. This was the result of the colonies’ phenomenal popu-
lation growth within a system which kept out foreign competitors; by 1776
the colonies had almost half as many inhabitants as England itself and the
high wages paid there gave the colonists impressive purchasing power. By mid-
century they were beginning to develop some of their own industries, but it
was to be several generations more before they ceased to depend on imports
of cloth and metal goods. Meanwhile their expansion brought fundamental
changes to the pattern of British trade. Whereas the proportion of British
exports to Europe fell from 71 per cent to 51 per cent between 1701 and

® Quoted in C.R. Boxer, The Portuguese Seaborne Empire, 1415—1825 (1969), 169.
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1790, exports to America rose from just over 6 per cent to 30 per cent.
And cheap North American supplies of rice and indigo had, by the 1770s,
begun once more to boost the level of colonial re-exports to Europe. Nor
were the British unaware of the increasing commercial importance of their
North American colonies: this knowledge underlay their conviction that if
the colonies succeeded in the struggle for independence in the 1770s, British
prosperity would be ruined. The period of the war brought severe difficulties
for British trade, but once peace was made, against all orthodox expectations,
North American trade rapidly recovered. With the establishment of large-
scale cotton growing in the southern states the link became even closer,
because it was from here that the factories of Lancashire drew their raw
material. In 1800 this was still largely in the future, but already British trade
had embarked on the steep and spectacular rise that accompanied the emer-
gence of modern industry. In the twenty years following the American war
it almost doubled in value, while that of France, decelerating since 1770,
was practically annihilated by the commercial disaster of the Revolution.
In laying the foundations for these developments, colonies had played a
crucial part. They had enormously expanded the scale, expertise, and capacity
of European trade, an essential precondition for the marketing of industrial
products. And they had begun at last to be markets for European goods
as well as providing raw materials, which helped to boost Europe (or parts
of it) into the role of producer to the world as well as consumer.

None of these developments proceeded as smoothly as a long-term view
seems to suggest. At crucial points trade was disrupted or redirected brutally
by extraneous factors, notably by war and changes in the tariff policy of
various states. Usually in imposing tariffs, embargoes, blockades, or even
declaring war, governments had clear economic aims. They were hoping to
strengthen their own economies at the expense of their rivals. This was
entirely in the logic of the economic orthodoxies of the day, which historians
loosely label Mercantilism.

Mercantilism, Empire, and their Enemies

Neither the term ‘mercantilism’, nor any like it, was known to contem-
poraries before French economists, and later Adam Smith, began to attack
what they called the ‘mercantile system’ in the later eighteenth century.
But from that time onwards the term was adopted by historians to describe
the principles that appeared to guide the economic policies of states in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Agreement on using the term has not
prevented disagreement about its precise significance, yet mercantilism re-
mains the most convenient label for the habits, principles, and outlook
according to which early modern states sought to manage their economies.
Mercantilism meant the taking of positive steps by states to increase the
wealth of their subjects. Economic matters were too serious to be left to
take their natural course; governments felt obliged to intervene in order to
maximize their own state’s share of available wealth. But what was wealth?
To men of the time, the answer was obvious. Wealth was ‘treasure’, gold and
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silver bullion. The aim of economic policy was to augment a state’s stock of
precious metals by promoting their inflow and limiting their outflow. ‘The
ordinary means’, wrote Thomas Mun, in the classic English mercantilist
tract, printed in 1664,'° “. . .to encrease our wealth and treasure is by Forraign
Trade, wherein wee must ever observe this rule; to sell more to strangers
than wee consume of theirs in value.’ It was this emphasis on attaining a
favourable balance of trade that made later critics label the system ‘mercan-
tile’. There were several important corollaries; the most obvious was that
exports should be encouraged by all means—exports of finished goods rather
than of raw materials, so that foreigners should derive no profit from them
that did not accrue to the original producer. Consequently mercantilists took
little interest in agriculture. Few people foresaw in the seventeenth century
how dramatically agricultural productivity might be improved in the right
circumstances; evenif they had, they would have declared agricultural produce
part of a country’s natural stock, to be devoted to feeding and augmenting
its population, rather than that of other countries. The true energies of the
state, meanwhile, should be devoted to encouraging manufactures. The aim
was to supply all domestic needs while at the same time exporting as much
as possible to other countries. Foreign imports were discouraged by high
protective tariffs and attempts were even made to exclude foreigners from
transporting and marketing exported manufactures. This was the spirit of
English and French measures against the Dutch between 1660 and 1700.
As Colbert put it: ‘Inasmuch as we can diminish the gains which the Dutch
make from the king’s subjects and consumption of the goods which they
bring us, by that much will we increase the money which should flow into
the kingdom by means of our necessary commodities, and by that much will
we increase the power, the greatness and the abundance of the state.’!!
Mercantilism, then, was an intensely competitive outlook. One state’s gain
was another state’s loss. War was merely economic policy pursued by other
means, a natural and often positively desirable instrument for promoting a
state’s prosperity and diminishing that of rivals.

An ideal mercantilist state would be totally self-sufficient, needing nothing
it could not itself supply. Accordingly, statesmen were always looking for
new sources of wealth in which they could establish a monopoly or at least a
share. Once, therefore, colonization and trans-oceanic trade had revealed
their potential, governments became concerned to control and regulate
them in the state’s best interests—to establish a foothold in all the varying
fields of overseas operation and to confine the benefits of their own colonies,
plantations, and trading posts to their own nationals. This was the logic
behind the British Acts of Trade which constricted the economic freedom
of the American colonies, behind the Dutch East Indies spice monopoly,
and behind the ‘exclusive’ principle which confined the trade of the French

19 England’s Treasure by Forraign Trade, or, the Ballance of our Forraign Trade is
the Rule of our Treasure (repr. 1928), 5. The work was originally written in the 1620s.
' Quoted in P. Deyon, Le Mercantilisme (1969), 100.
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West Indies to French ports. There was no conception of colonies as entities
in their own right; they existed solely for the benefit of the mother country.
They should be peopled as far as possible not by the state’s able-bodied sub-
jects, but by criminals, beggars, slaves, religious dissenters, or foreigners.
The benefits that colonists derived from the imperial connection, such as
guaranteed European markets for their raw materials and protection of their
trade by the powerful navies which were another consequence of overseas
competition, were purely incidental.

These principles and assumptions, first elaborated into a system by Eng-
land and France in their envy of Dutch commercial predominance, were
being adopted by most states by 1700. In Germany and eastern Europe
measures that can be called mercantilist were still being introduced by rulers
such as Frederick II or Joseph II long after the thinking on which they
were based had come under attack in the west. Indeed, the failures of German
mercantilism were often pointed to by critics as proof of their case. The
trading companies and manufacturing industries founded by German govern-
ments either rapidly collapsed or were only sustained by high protective
tariffs or lavish subsidies, diverting resources which might have been more
fruitfully invested elsewhere. Yet most historians now believe that the
eighteenth-century critics of mercantilism, and the nineteenth-century
historians who accepted their case, overstated it. On occasion, protective
policies did foster permanent economic growth. The commerce of France
and England was permanently stimulated by the protective measures of the
later seventeenth century. French textile production and metallurgy certainly
benefited from Colbert’s paternalism and protection. British economic
growth in the eighteenth century derived enormous stimulus from exclusive
guaranteed markets in Ireland and the thirteen colonies. When the time came
for industrial ‘take-off’, mercantilist restrictions might well have been a
hindrance rather than a help; but in establishing the preconditions, protective
state policy had played an essential part.

Mercantilism was never without its critics. Colbert was scarcely dead
when a group of French writers began to denounce his policies as the source
of the ruin and misery that coincided with Louis XIV’s last two great wars.
Merchants lamented that they were not free to buy in the cheapest markets;
clerics denounced the warlike implications of Colbert’s policies and the
immorality of the taste for luxury fostered by his emphasis on manufactures;
while discontented noblemen pointed out the rural misery brought about by
the neglect of agriculture. By interfering with the natural course of economic
life, they all implied, the state had brought disaster upon itself. ‘Nature alone’,
wrote Boisguilbert, the most distinguished of these critics,'? ‘.. .can keep
order and maintain peace; all other authority spoils everything when it mixes
in affairs, however well-intentioned it may be. . .[Nature’s] first intention is
for all men to live comfortably by their labour, or by the labour of their
ancestors. . .’ In England meanwhile writers such as Child, North, and Davenant

2. Dissertation sur la nature des richesses, quoted in Rothkrug, Opposition to Louis
X1V, 362.
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denounced retaliatory tariffs against foreign competitors as misconceived
attempts to maintain a favourable balance of trade. They did not yet go so
far as to claim that a balance was not essential; but to procure it, there was no
need for a favourable balance with every other state. This argument pointed
away from protectionism towards free exchange.

But it was not until half a century later that full-scale alternatives to
mercantilism began to be suggested. Just as mercantilism was the product of
the depressed conditions of the seventeenth century, when resources seemed
limited and economic life sluggish, so when expansion resumed, more opti-
mistic, liberal doctrines began to appear. As in so many fields, Hume took the
lead in exposing the hollowness of the orthodoxies of his time. Among his
Essays (1741-2) were discussions of trade which demolished the intellectual
foundations of mercantilism. The true wealth of a country, he pointed out,
lay in its people and in its industry, not in its stock of precious metals;
besides, the recent expansion of credit had made precious metals less necessary.
Tariff wars and protectionism benefited nobody, for all trade was beneficial
in stimulating economic activity; therefore all restrictions were harmful.
Meanwhile, in France, the physiocrats sought to stand mercantilism on its
head. According to them, the true basis of all wealth was not precious metals,
not manufactures, but land and agriculture. The sure way to enrich a country
was to stimulate its agricultural productivity by eliminating as many as
possible of the obstacles to what they (following their predecessors under
Louis XIV) called the natural economic order. In a word this meant free trade.
Free trade would raise the price of goods, higher prices would stimulate
productivity, and so in the long run produce abundance. Accordingly, physio-
crats advocated the abolition of controls on the grain trade and of internal
customs barriers, the end of all economic monopolies and privileges, and
the diminution of burdens on agriculture. Next to agriculture, trade and
manufactures were secondary activities, incapable of increasing wealth if
agriculture did not provide a basis; to attempt to stimulate either in isolation,
therefore, was a waste of time. The physiocrats—Gournay, Quesnay, Mirabeau,
Turgot, Mercier de la Riviére, Dupont de Nemours—were a tightly organized
group of propagandists. Between about 1750 and the mid-1770s they used
all the techniques of publicity to spread their views. They wrote articles,
published a journal, the Citizen’s Ephemerides, and substantial volumes such
as Quesnay’s Theory of Taxation (1761), Mirabeau’s Friend of Mankind
(1756), or Dupont de Nemours’ Physiocracy (1768). For a brief period
(1774-6) Turgot was actually in charge of the French finances. Consequently
the physiocrats had some success in getting their views implemented. But
they also provoked considerable opposition, so that changes of ministry
often brought the abandonment of physiocratic measures before they had
time to take effect. Besides, it was hardly enough simply to reverse the
priorities of mercantilism. To decry the importance of commerce and manu-
factures was in fact to turn away from the road to future economic advances.
It was one of the merits of Adam Smith to see this.

Smith, a Glasgow professor, was already a well-known philosopher when
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his Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations was published
in 1776. In the early 1760s he had visited France and met the physiocrats at
the height of their influence. He shared many of their beliefs, although the basic
principle of his thinking was quite different. The true basis of wealth, for Smith,
was labour, and the way to increase it was through the division oflabour. From
the outset he ignored the question of money and the debate over the respective
value of manufactures or agriculture. Everything depended not on the type of
activity, but on the labour expended in it. The aim of economic policy should be
to deploy labour where it was most productive— and like Hume and the physi-
ocrats Smith believed that nature herself would bring this about, provided that
her processes were not interfered with. The ‘mercantile system’, in his view,
was just such an interference, pressed upon governments by the greed of
merchants, who sought the profits of monopoly at the expense of their
countrymen. Smith argued that, far from promoting the wealth of nations
that had adopted them, the restrictions of the ‘mercantile system’ had posi-
tively damaged it. To arguments that British prosperity had been founded
upon such measures as the Navigation Acts, Smith countered that it had come
about in spite of them, and would have been even greater without them.

Even the regulations by which each nation endeavours to secure to itself the
exclusive trade of its own colonies are frequently more hurtful to the countries
in favour of which they are established, than to those against which they are
established. The unjust oppression of the industry of other countries falls
back, if I may say so, upon the heads of the oppressors, and crushes their
industry more than it does those cf other countries.'?

In these terms Smith condemned the whole principle and apparatus of over-
seas empires; nor was he unaware that he did so at a time when the authority
of Great Britain over her North American colonies was in dispute. In his
view the mother country derived nothing but loss from these colonies as
they were then managed. The ideal solution would be an amicable separation.
This separation came in the very year of Smith’s publication, and although it
was far from amicable, it put his arguments at once to the test. Peace was
made in 1783 in a bitter spirit, with the new nation excluded from the
British market by a tariff wall. Yet despite this, Anglo-American trade soon
resumed and then began to grow rapidly. By the time he died in 1790, Smith
appeared to have been proved right.

The Wealth of Nations stood at the crossroads of European thought on
overseas expansion, but it was by no means the first work to question the
whole principle. In England the scattered pamphlets of Josiah Tucker had
been proclaiming many of the same ideas since before the Seven Years War.
Colonies were a useless drain, mercantilism a misconceived system. A separa-
tion between Great Britain and her colonies would benefit both sides. Tucker
lived to see this separation and the vindication of his arguments. So did the
leading French anti-colonialist, the abbé Raynal, whose History of the
Two Indies,* first published in 1770 and constantly revised in the light

'3 Wealth of Nations, Bk. 1V, ch. 7, part 111
14 Tts familiar title. See above, p.47,n.1.
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of events down to 1789, was one of the most widely read and influential
books of the century. Many hands besides Raynal’s co-operated in its writing,
including that of Diderot. The range of its information on the overseas
activities of Europeans made it an essential work of reference. But at the
same time it was an open and sustained attack on everything the Europeans
had done. The merchants of Europe had enriched themselves at the expense
of the rest of the world; the European impact had been catastrophic, bringing
disease, enslavement, and oppression. The supreme proof of Chinese wisdom
was their resolute exclusion of Europeans. As to colonies, independence was
their destiny, and Raynal urged the European states to renounce them before
they themselves were renounced.

On this question, events were on the critics’ side. Other aspects of overseas
activity, however, showed no signs of breaking down. The British grip on
India grew steadily tighter. Loud denunciations of the cruel and ruthless
methods by which the servants of the East India Company enriched them-
selves, a chorus which went on from around 1760 until the impeachment
of the governor-general Warren Hastings between 1788 and 1795, led to less
rapacious government; but only through a strengthening of direct state control.
Slavery continued to expand unchecked, despite a swelling volume of con-
demnation from all sides. Almost every major figure of the Enlightenment
(with the curious exception of Hume) condemned slavery as the very negation
of natural justice. To this principled objection Raynal added a prudential
one—that sooner or later there would be massive and bloody slave uprisings.
More weighty still, Smith denied that slavery was profitable. The most
powerful anti-slavery impulse, however, came from the evangelical convictions
of a number of devout Christians who believed in the equality of all men
in the sight of God. Such a man was Granville Sharp, who in 1772 brought an
action in the British courts against a master who had recaptured a runaway
slave called Somerset in England. Somerset was freed; and although, contrary
to a widespread belief, this decision did not automatically free all slaves
residing in England,! it did lead to a prolonged debate on the ethics of
slavery, culminating in the formation in 1787 of the London Abolition
Committee, whose aim was to campaign for the abolition of the British slave
trade. The next year the Society of the Friends of the Blacks was founded
in France to pursue similar aims. Both societies encountered bitter opposition
from West Indian planter interests, yet in England at least by the early 1790s
the prospects for abolishing the slave trade began to look promising. But
news of the slave rising in Saint-Domingue dashed these hopes for another
fifteen years.

Despite a growing volume of criticism directed at all aspects of Euro-
pean activity overseas and the economic outlook that lay behind it, they
were far from discredited by 1800. Some statesmen were now pondering
doubts over the wisdom of colonization, but no sooner had these ideas
taken root than Malthus’s gloomy forecasts of overpopulation, published in

1S See J. Walvin, Black and White; the Negro in English Society, 1555—1945 (1973),
121-9.
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1798,'® began to point to a new use for colonies. Everybody had read Adam
Smith, but many remained unconvinced that free trade and peace would
bring universal blessings. Indeed, the wars of the French Revolution were
to bring economic warfare of a scale and intensity that made previous out-
breaks seem mild; and they brought worldwide gains and rewards to Great
Britain which seemed to vindicate all that the fiercest mercantilists had
ever advocated.

' T.R. Malthus, Essay on the Principles of Population as it affects the future
Improvement of Society.









4. Ruling Orders

European society was largely dominated by rich, hereditary, landed oligarchies.
Most of the members of these groups also enjoyed noblhty Human society
has never existed without élites, but those of the post-industrial world are
numerous, diverse, and difficult to assess in their relative importance. Before
1800 matters were much simpler. Most wealth, most power, most privilege,
and most prestige tended nearly everywhere to be concentrated in the hands
of a single social group, universally recognizable. Like all social categories,
it was considerably blurred at the edges, with an infinite number of local
variations. No one term used by historians—aristocracy, landed interest,
privileged order, feudal class—captures its-full character. Yet the reality was
concrete enough. It was the basic feature of social organization throughout
Europe.

Nobility

Every state in Europe except certain Swiss cantons recognized the existence
of a nobility, a social group enjoying some form of legally established heredi-
tary superiority. The French revolutionaries subsequently attacked this
principle. Consequently ‘the doomed nobility of France may be taken as a
classic example.

The French state was held to comprise three orders or estates: —the clergy,
the nobility, and the third estate. This division originated in the medieval
organization of society into those who prayed, those who fought, and those
who worked. The nobility had done the fighting—noblemen still regarded the
military career as peculiarly their own. Nevertheless in practice the nobility
seldom invoked any justification other than the fact that it existed and always
had. When the estates-general, representing all the king’s subjects, met, the
nobility and clergy elected their own representatives and sat in separate
houses. The nobility had a complex internal hierarchy of titles. At the top
came the princes of the blood royal and (in 1775) forty-seven dukes and
peers; together they made up the peerage, the élite among the élite. Below
them came ever more numerous categories of marquises, counts, viscounts,
barons, knights, and esquires without further distinctive title. All nobles
enjoyed a number of privileges. They took special precedence on public
occasions, carried swords, boasted distinctive coats of arms, received special
treatment in the courts, and above all benefited from certain fiscal advantages.
They were personally exempt from the taille, the basic tax, although in
certain areas they often paid it on the basis of their landed possessions. They
contributed to a number of other taxes at special rates. They were indeed
subjected to various new taxes introduced from 1695 onwards, but zaille
exemption remained an essential touchstone of noble status. Equally essential
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was a certain lifestyle—‘living nobly’ without manual work (which included
retail trade). Those who broke the rule underwent derogation, or loss of
nobility, which might entail the degradation of the offender’s whole family,
since noble status was transmitted through the male line to all children.

Organization of the nobility into an order was common throughout
Europe. In Sweden, much of Germany and most of the Habsburg domains
the nobility was represented in a separate house of the diet or estates of the
realm. In Hungary and Poland they alone were represented. In Spain the
nobility was an order with clearly defined limits and prerogatives; while in
the Italian mercantile republics of Venice and Genoa noble families had their
names entered in special public ‘Golden Books’. Equally common was the
principle of hierarchy within the order. Scales of titles were universal, except
in Poland. In Hungary the diet was divided between an upper house of
magnates sitting in person and a lower consisting of representatives of the
lesser nobility. The Emperor Charles V had organized the Spanish nobility
into a small élite of grandees (of whom there were 113 in 1707), a larger
body of titled nobles, and an enormous army of proud but untitled gentle-
men—the notorious hidalgos, a category drawn so widely as to include every
male inhabitant of certain Basque provinces.

The privileges enjoyed by noblemen varied immensely, although social
precedence, sword-bearing, coats of arms, and special standing at law were
universal. In Poland and Hungary the nobles regarded themselves (with greater
justification in Hungary) as descendants of a conquering race. In most
countries there were special schools for the sons of noblemen to be educated
apart, such as the Spanish colegios mayores, or the state-service training
colleges established by Peter I in Russia. Even where these did not exist, in
practice nobles were predominant in such prestigious institutions as the
Collége Louis le Grand in Paris, or English public schools such as Westminster
and Eton. Common burdens, like billeting of troops or forced labour services
did not fall upon nobles. Nor, above all, did the full weight of taxes. The
Hungarian nobility prided themselves on their complete exemption from all
direct taxes—although some of the lower reaches of the order did pay certain
local levies. Until 1775, when a universal chimney tax was introduced, the
Polish nobility too were largely exempt. So were various German nobilities,
including that of Brandenburg. Elsewhere nobles paid taxes at reduced, privi-
leged rates and in so faras they dominated tax-granting assemblies, they could
influence the over-all size of the burden. The French nobility by the later
eighteenth century, was probably subject to a higher tax-burden than most
of its continental counterparts.!

The prohibition of manual or degrading work was in most areas even
stronger than in France, and it was reinforced by the prejudices of nobles
themselves. The pride of poverty-stricken Spanish hidalgos, disdaining gainful

! See Betty Behrens, ‘Nobles, privileges and taxes in France at the end of the Ancien
Regime’ Economic History Review (1962—3). Whether it actually paid as much as was
expected is another matter. See articles by G.J. Cavanaugh in French Historical Studies
(1974-5).
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work, was the despair of economic thinkers. In Spain living nobly meant
living in idleness. The same applied in Spain’s satellite, Naples, but equally
in Poland, where the repeal in 1775 of the rule against trading had no notice-
able effect. In Sweden, Prussia, and certain other German states the formula
was stated in more functional terms. Nobles denied common outlets for their
energies were expected, more or less explicitly, to serve the state in the army
or the administration. The great and surprising continental exception to this
rule was Hungary, where the nobility thought of itself as a nation of free men
not to be bound by artificial restrictions. If there was prejudice here, it
emanated from the domesticated, absentee magnates of Vienna, not the local
petty nobility who were so often its mainstay elsewhere.

Two nobilities were so idiosyncratic that they deserve special treatment.
In Great Britain there was no noble order. Only the peers of the three king-
doms enjoyed any corporate status:-technically they alone were noble. But
their privileges were minimal and they certainly enjoyed no fiscal exemptions
of any kind. It was obvious to contemporaries however that the gentry
were for all practical purposes the equivalent of continental nobles, with their
social pre-eminence, knighthoods, armorial bearings, and leisured lifestyle.
‘I think proper’, wrote James Boswell, son of a Scottish judge without heredi-
tary title, ‘to take the title of Baron in Germany, as I have just the same right
to it as the good gentry whom I see around me.’?> The gentry dominated the
lower house of parliament, and behaved like an order, even if legally not one.
In this respect Hungary was the closest continental parallel. Perhaps the
crucial British difference was that status was not inherited by all members of
a family. Eldest sons alone inherited titles and patrimonies, under the law of
primogeniture. Younger sons had to make their way. This, and the
absence of any law of derogation, made the frontiers of social distinction
extremely fluid. Prejudice against trade did exist among British gentlemen,
but it had no legal backing and was by no means universal. Younger sons,
thrust into the world without a patrimony, were seldom restrained by Hispanic
pride from seeking a living in trade. They knew that it was the quickest way to
achieve parity with their elder brothers. But this tendency can be exaggerated.
Few sons of peers or greater gentry became merchants. For them, like their
continental counterparts, the army and the church were considered more
appropriate.

The other exception was Russia, whose nobility underwent bewildering
changes in status. In 1660 nothing resembling a western-style nobility existed.
There were great magnates or boyars, who owed their prominence entirely to
the reigning monarch’s favour; and there were knights or dvoriane, who held
estates peopled with serfs in return for military service. The law-code of
1649 had completed the evolution of the dvoriane into a hereditary class
by recognizing their sole right to own serf-exploited land. Their military
obligations remained, but were not really burdensome until the reign of
Peter I. That monarch, however, was almost always at war, his demands for

* F.A. Pottle (ed.), Boswell on the Grand Tour: Germany and Switzerland 1764
(1953), 116. Wittenberg, 1 Oct. 1764.
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officers were constant, and he expected the dvoriane to serve the state,
either as administrators or as soldiers and sailors, throughout their lives. In
1711 he decreed the establishment of a national register of dvoriane and their
children in order to enforce universal service. Then in 1722 he promul-
gated a ‘Table of Ranks’, which created a western-style hierarchy of titled
nobility. Yet the resemblance was superficial. Rank derived from service
alone, and only the higher ranks were hereditary. They were open to all who
served the state, whether dvoriane or not. The reigns of relatively weak mid-
century monarchs brought the gradual whittling away of the obligation to
serve, however, until in 1762 it was lifted completely. From then on service,
as in Prussia, was expected but not exacted. Finally in 1785 Catherine II
issued a Charter of Nobility which marked the full development of the
westernized institution, by ‘recognizing the nobility, whether Petrine or
dvoriane, as one constituted order. Its privileges included freedom from
obligatory service, personal tax exemption, freedom from billeting and
corporal punishment, the exclusive right to own land and serfs, and the
inviolability of noble status without judgement by peers. The corollary of
this last provision was that in Russia trade and manufacture could not degrade.
Peter, fearful that such activities would distract energies from state service,
had insisted that they should. In 1785, however, Catherine recognized them
as a noble privilege, in this at least ignoring most western precedents.

Nobles were always a small proportion of the population, although it
varied immensely from area to area. In Poland nobles may have numbered
725,000 by the eighteenth century, in a very sparsely populated land. In
Hungary in 1786 they numbered 306,528 or 4 to S per cent of the popu-
lation, a similar proportion to that in Spain, where swarms of hidalgos swelled
the nobility to 480,000 in 1787. An estimate of half a million dvoriane in
Russia in 1737 was, proportionately, quite modest. Anything between
14,000 and 25,000 peerage and gentry families in England may have repre-
sented between 1 and 2 per cent of the population. Sweden’s 8,918 nobles
(in 1760) however accounted for only 4 per cent, France’s 110,000 to
120,000 represented even less, and the 1,300 names in the Venetian Golden
Book in 1775 were hardly a measurable proportion at all of the republic’s
2-2 million inhabitants. But small proportions seldom indicated insignificance.
They tended rather to emphasize the gulf between privileged nobility and the
rest of society. In Hungary, Poland, or Spain huge numbers of the technically
noble were on the contrary hardly distinguishable in material terms from the
population at large. Nobility meant very little unless buttressed by wealth,
and specific sorts of wealth at that. ‘Without money,” noted the physiocrat
Mirabeau in 1756, ‘honour is nothing but a sickness.”

Land
‘Fortune’, Montesquieu advised his heir, ‘means a status, not goods.”® No-
where was this more apparent than in the possession of land, which in

3 L’Amides hommes (1762 ed.)i. 123.
* Quoted in R. Shackleton, Montesquieu: a critical biography (1960), 203.
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pre-mdustrlal society was not only the most abundant source of wealth but
also” the most prestigious, most respectable, most honourable and socially
desirable. Nobles had come to think of land as an essential part of their
dignity.- The “commercial nobles of Venice, Machiavelli* had noted, were
‘gentlemen more in name than reality’ because their wealth was not derived
from landed estates. But by 1660 the Venetian nobility had begun to cut
free of its mercantile origins to invest in estates on the mainland. The com-
mercial nobles of Genoa found the barren hills of the Ligurian hinterland less
inviting, but had compensated themselves with estates in the kingdom of
Naples. By this time admittedly the trade of these famous commercial republics
was in decline, but commercial profits remained in most circumstances greater
and more accessible than anything land could offer. In other words, profit
was seldom the main motive for acquiring land. Much more important were
pride and prestige. Consequently in 1660 the United Provinces were the only
important remaining state not ruled by a landed oligarchy. There alone the
old landed nobility, concentrated in the eastern provinces, were eclipsed by
the mercantile burgher magistrates of Holland. And in the century that
followed even they, conscious of their own ‘aristocracy’, came increasingly
to adopt titles and noble lifestyles, in which land was a basic component.

Accordingly nobles were Europe’s most significant landowners. The
Russian dvoriane had the exclusive right to hold all serf-cultivated lands.
Peers and gentry between them owned between 70 and 85 per cent of England
around 1790. Around 1780 85 per cent of Denmark was noble property. In
Spain around 1800 roughly 52 per cent of the land was in noble hands; in
Venetia in 1740 509 per cent of private property was noble owned; in
France in 1789 nobles owned between a quarter and a third. Even after
Charles XI of Sweden had resumed many of the royal lands alienated to them
during his minority and earlier, the Swedish nobility in 1700 was still left in
possession of a third of the kingdom’s territory. Even where the nobility as
a whole did not own most of the land, invariably individual nobles owned
the largest estates. A quarter of England was owned by 400 families; a third
of the vast Habsburg empire was held by a comparable number. British peers,
such as the dukes of Bedford or Devonshire, might own over 50,000 acres and
bring in as many pounds per annum. Such landlords rivalled independent
German princelings, but they in their turn were outshone by the magnates
of eastern Europe. The estates of the Radziwills in Poland were half as large
as Ireland and those of the Czartoryskis or Potockis were similar. The richest
Hungarian magnate, Prince Esterhazy, owned about 10,000,000 acres and
enjoyed revenues of 700,000 florins annually. Eleven others brought in more
than 150,000. By comparison the greatest French fortunes, even those of
princes of the blood royal, were mediocre. French noble estates also tended
to be scattered, and less easy to exploit as units.

The source of such differences again lay in the law of inheritance. Primo-
geniture kept estates together down the generations, but it was not practised

5 Discourses, i. 55.
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outside the British Isles and certain idiosyncratic regions such as Catalonia.
Elsewhere some degree of division of inheritance was normal and widely
felt to be most just. Peter I's attempt to keep noble tenures in realistic units
by allowing them to be entailed upon a single heir (1714) was resisted by the
dvoriane and abandoned in 1731. Repeated attempts by Frederick II to
introduce entail to his domains, though intended to buttress noble wealth,
were also resisted. Entails in France were still relatively rare in 1789; the most
that could be done was to favour a particular heir with a larger portion and
hope to recoup losses with dowries. Meanwhile division meant dispersion.
Uneconomic portions came onto the market, available for purchase by would-
be nobles. Frederick constantly lamented the steady acquisition of former
noble estates by aspiring bourgeois. For similar reasons it was easier to attain
a noble lifestyle in France than elsewhere, and the land market remained
buoyant. By contrast entails restricted social mobility. The ‘strict settlement’,
which reinforced primogeniture in England, made it practically impossible
for an owner to alienate his family estates. By the late eighteenth century it
had severely restricted the land market. Even more rigid was the unbreakable
Spanish mayorazgo, which maintained intact the vast neglected latifundia of
southern Spain. Spaniards had also popularized this institution in Italy and
south Germany in the form of the fideicommissum, which now kept the
mainland domains of Venetian nobles and the enormous estates of the
Habsburg magnates together.

Most nobles were by no means magnates, but their domination of the land
did not end with ownership. The tenth of France owned by the church, for
instance, belonged to ecclesiastical corporations whose controlling members
were usually noble. Above all, nobles often enjoyed rights over lands far more
extensive than those they actually owned, in the form of overlordship. East
of the Elbe, where lordship and ownership usually coincided, seignorial dues
and services were the equivalent of rent. In Russia a noble’s wealth was usually
calculated in terms of the due-paying serfs he owned, rather than in land. In
Great Britain on the contrary dues had disappeared and freeholders owed the
local lord nothing but the deference demanded by wealth and power. In
France, northern Spain, western Germany, and Italy, lordship was a valuable
and coveted commodity. Lordship meant jurisdiction e~f~-cing its claims
with private courts. In 1797 seventeen cities and a third of the villages of
Spain were part of so-called ‘lay seignories’, to whose noble proprietors
their inhabitants paid dues in kind. They were also forced to use the lord’s
monopoly services, such as milling and baking, and subject to the depredations
of his exclusive hunting and fishing rights. In Naples, at around the same time,
about 600 ‘baronial’ families controlled some 2,200 fiefs drawing dues and
revenues from two-thirds of the kingdom’s inhabitants. Until 1789 almost
the whole of France was subject to burdens of this sort, bewildering in their
variety and relative value. There was nothing to prevent non-nobles in France
from acquiring such rights, even though they had originated as institutions of
noble-landholding. By the eighteenth century more ‘feudal’ rights were in
non-noble hands than ever before. Nevertheless, the vast majority still belonged
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to the nobility. Perhaps three-quarters of the land of France had noble
overlords, and even more if the lordships of the church are included. In
southern districts (as in Sweden and much of Germany) there was the added
complication of lands as well as persons enjoying noble or non-noble status.
Owners of the ‘noble’ land enjoyed special privileges irrespective of their
personal status, while nobles who owned non-noble land did not. This illus-
trates an important but frequently overlooked point about ‘feudalism’.
Nobles were its main beneficiaries, but they also frequently bore a share of
its burdens. In Brandenburg for instance, they could not sell or mortgage their
holdings without permission of their royal overlord. Many could therefore see
some appeal in the attacks directed at these burdens later in the eighteenth
century and they were by no means united in defence of ‘feudal’ obligations.

The link between landownership and laws of derogation was clear. Landed
revenues were the obvious means to ‘living nobly’ without manual work or
trade. In Poland landownership was actually prohibited to non-nobles, and
Frederick II of Prussia tried to maintain the same principle. But such rigidity
was rare, and in France and England especially the fact that landed income
was distinctively noble did not always mean that noble income was exclusively
landed. In 1701 Louis XIV opened wholesale trade to the nobility, although
recently ennobled merchants were the main beneficiaries. In Brittany local
custom allowed ‘sleeping’ nobility, whereby impoverished families might
suspend their status for a generation to profit from trade, but later resume it,
refurbished. And most French heavy industry was noble-owned. Government
stocks and offices also claimed an important segment of noble capital. In
England, nobles with lands on coalfields—like the duke of Bridgewater in
Lancashire or the marquess of Rockingham in Yorkshire—seldom failed to
exploit their good fortune; younger sons, as noted earlier, had fewer scruples
about going into trade, at least among the petty gentry; and investment in
‘the funds’ was by the eighteenth century attracting considerable sums from
the landed. In Russia or Hungary, equally without a law of derogation, activities
deemed ignoble elsewhere were open to nobles, but in eastern Europe, where
trade was so much less important and profitable and government stocks
rare and unreliable, opportunities to diversify income seldom arose. The
great exception was the coalfields and manufactories of the Urals, worked by
serfs who in their turn were owned by nobles such as those great entrepreneurs,
the Demidovs. But these industrialists had attained noble status as a result
of their activities, and until 1762 at least the dvoriane had little time to spare
from state service. The industrial activities of nobles everywhere, in fact, were
usually mere extensions of landownership, incidental rather than central
to their fortunes. Investment in stocks, too, was almost always peripheral.
Since land was the source of such an overwhelming proportion of all wealth,
the nobility, by dominating it, gave its pretensions to social superiority the
most reliable of economic foundations.

Power
Land was power, and ought to be power. These were assumptions so obvious
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that they hardly needed to be stated. But they\clearly underlay such policies
as that of the English in Ireland, who, after the defeat of Catholic forces
in 1691, deliberately set out to dispossess Catholic landowners and replace
them with loyal and reliable Protestants. By 1703 only 14 per cent of Irish
land was still in Catholic hands and a deliberate suspension of primogeniture
in their case was designed to reduce that proportion still further. The 5,000
or so landlords of the ‘Ascendancy’ constituted a sort of Protestant nobility
controlling, in England’s interest, the mainsprings of power in eighteenth-
century Ireland.

It was a natural response, for everywhere these mainsprings were in the
hands of noble landowners. Justice at the lowest level was almost invariably
dispensed by them, whether directly on behalf of the state as justices of the
peace in Great Britain or Russia, or indirectly in their own right as feudal
overlords with private jurisdiction in the rest of the continent. Polish landlords
retained the power of life and death over their serfs until 1768. Courts were
not simply tribunals of justice, but bodies of administrators with a degree of
executive power. Few appellate jurisdictions were in private hands, but again
such higher courts were staffed by nobles or their equivalents. The most
famous examples were the French parlements, regional supreme courts whose
offices ennobled their holders but which were recruited increasingly from
the nobility.

Administrators and civil servants, a category of officers which first acquired
a distinct character during this period (the term ‘civil service’ was first used in
Russia in 1714) also tended at the higher levels to be nobles. After the Table
of Ranks took effect, higher administrators in Russia were noble by definition.
The French intendants, and the members of the privy council from whose
ranks they were recruited, were almost all nobles of legal family background.
Frederick William I of Prussia by contrast attempted, between 1713 and
1740, to exclude nobles from administrative office and elevate in their place
commoners without independent estate. But his success was limited in a
country where educated bourgeois with a sense of public responsibility were
rare, and Frederick II reversed the policy.

I cannothelp adding [he wrote in 1768] some words in favour of the nobility.
I have always spoken of them with distinction and consideration, because
this body provides officers for the army and subjects for all the great positions
of the State. I have maintained it in possession of its lands and I have placed
obstacles in the way of commoners to make the purchase of noble lands
difficult for them. These are my reasons: if commoners possess lands, they
open their way to all employments. Most of them think meanly and make
bad officers; one cannot send them amywhere.6

It was universally felt that nobles made good officers. An order which derived
many of its privileges, such as sword-bearing or tax-exemption, from its
presumed warrior origins regarded a military career as natural, if not indeed
as a birthright. This situation hardened in the eighteenth century. After Peter

¢ Quoted in H. Brunschwig, La Crise de I'état prussien & la fin du XVII® siecle et la
genése de la mentalité romantique (1947), 60.
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I not all Russian nobles were officers but all officers were nobles. Frederick
William I’s preference for non-nobles in government did not extend to the
army, and in 1739 only eleven out of 250 Prussian general and field officers
were commoners. Frederick II elevated this preference to a principle of
policy, and by 1786 of 689 officers above the rank of major only twenty-
two enjoyed no nobility. French edicts of 1718, 1727, and 1781 excluded
non-nobles from most commissions. Navies, it is true, recruited their officers
more widely, but most Russian naval officers were noble, and there were
élite groups elsewhere like the French ‘grand corps’. In maritime England
however, the ideal career for a second son was, curiously enough, felt to lie
in the army.

If there was a third son, his obvious place was the church. Here noble
dominance was not as universal, but bishops tended to be recruited from the
ruling orders whose position the church upheld. Nine-tenths of French bishops
under Louis XIV were noble, and even more by Louis XVI’s time. Nobles
also dominated all the richest abbacies and monopolized the best-endowed
chapters. The prince-prelates of Germany, such as the archbishops of Maing,
Trier, or Salzburg, were elected by exclusive noble chapters; most popes were
scions of the closed Roman nobility. Even in Spain, where the higher nobility
was not attracted by holy orders, the greater prelates, like the immensely
rich archbishop of Toledo, tended to be at least of Aidalgo rank. In England
and Ireland the gentry penetrated the parish clergy and the ‘squarson’ became
a stock character of literature. This was possible because elder brothers
owned not only land but advowsons. In Catholic countries with the existence
of noble monasteries and chapters there was less need than in Protestant
countries to set indigent nobles to the actual cure of souls.

In all these spheres nobles wielded power. They staffed the institutions
through which it was exercised. Perhaps more surprising, in a period tradi-
tionally described as one of ‘absolutism’ and of the curbing of noble preten-
sions, is the extent to which nobles decided how power should be deployed.
They did this by dominating estates and diets, both at local and national
level. The powers wielded by these bodies varied enormously, but they
existed in some form almost everywhere. In France the estates-general did
not meet until 1789, but provincial estates convened regularly in certain
provinces; in Brittany every nobleman had a right to sit there in person.
There were no estates in Naples, yet the Sicilian parliament continued to
meet. Neither the Habsburg nor the Hohenzollern domains had any central
representative body, but local bodies proliferated. And both in these
realms and in those such as Sweden, Great Britain, or Poland, where the
representative assemblies largely ruled the state, the nobility dominated the
representation. Swedish nobles sat in a separate house, overshadowing the
three others. In Hungary and Great Britain magnates sat in their own chamber,
but the lower houses were also largely made up of landowners. A significant
proportion of British MPs (one fifth in 1760) were in any case sons of peers
or holders of Irish or Scottish titles, and an Act of 1710 imposed a minimum
landed qualification for membership. Only in Russia (where there were no
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representative institutions of any kind until after 1775), Spain, and the
United Provinces, among major states, were representative bodies not a
vehicle of noble power. In the Dutch republic, as in certain small German
states such as Wiirttemberg, the estates were the voice of towns, usually
the weakest point in the authority of landed oligarchies, and the main source
of hostility to their dominance in the later eighteenth century.

Finally, nobles dominated policy-making itself. When monarchs so largely
chose their own ministers, it was always possible for non-noble adventurers
to rise high—men like Squillace in Spain, Law or Necker in France, or Struensee
in Denmark. Most significant however was their rarity. Monarchs largely
chose to be advised by nobles. In Sweden nobles enjoyed a monopoly of high
public office. Even Louis XIV’s chosen collaborators, ‘vile bourgeoisie’
to the jaundiced eyes of hypersensitive dukes, all enjoyed prior nobility,
which Louis felt only right to decorate with titles. Iron-fisted ministers with
anti-noble reputations, such as Pombal in Portugal, Tanucci in Naples, or
Haugwitz in Austria, were nobles themselves. And however much the policies
of Joseph II or Gustavus III seemed to threaten noble political interests, their
details were largely worked out with the help of noble ministers. ‘With
us’, wrote Gustavus in 1778, ‘. ..democracy seeks to grain the upper
hand and all my efforts are aimed at re-establishing the old high nobility.’?
It was normal for kings to be surrounded by courts, where socially they
met only noblemen. In these circumstances noble influence was inescap-
able, and no monarch ever made or even considered a serious attempt
to destroy the fabric of their power. Some tinkered with the machine, but
none dreamed of dismantling it.

Recruitment

Nobility, so its holders liked to think, was of the blood and acquired only
through inheritance. A Hungarian was either of conquering Magyar stock, or
he was not, and on that depended his status. In the early eighteenth century
the count de Boulainvilliers similarly attempted to trace the French nobility
back to the Franks. Commoners, in his view, were descendants of conquered
Gauls. Few took him seriously; but many nobles spent an inordinate time
trying to prove the length of their pedigree and plenty of shady genealogists
were prepared to make a living by helping them. Nobody was anxious to
admit that he or his ancestors had ever been anything but noble.

In reality closed nobilities were extremely rare. Many distinctions, such
as membership of the order of Malta in Catholic countries or ‘presentation’
at court, were barred to those without distinguished noble extraction. But
only in places such as Venice or Genoa, with their Golden Books, or Rome,
where Pope Benedict XIV formally declared the ranks closed in 1758, was
noble status itself confined to an exclusive caste. When this happened, as the
spectacular decline of the Venetian nobility showed, inbreeding produced a

7 Quoted in H.A. Barton, ‘Gustavus III of Sweden and the Enlightenment’ Eighteenth
Century Studies (1972), 13.
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serious decline in numbers and ultimately loosened the noble grip on power
itself.® Even in Hungary and Poland lack of demand from suitably qualified
outsiders was at least as important as lack of warrior forebears in minimizing
ennoblements. The same was true in the Dutch republic, where noble prestige
was eclipsed by that of the urban regents. Elsewhere nobility remained to
varying degrees within the reach of socially aspiring outsiders.

The essence of being noble was to be recognized as such, and there were
always some social climbers who sought this recognition without any formal
right to it. Nowhere was this easier than in England, where anybody who
owned land might see his family recognized socially as gentry within three
generations at the most. Nor, in a state where most privileges were purely
honorific, did this much matter. Where nobles enjoyed tax-exemptions,
however, legitimacy was much more important, and in the 1660s Colbert
launched inquiries in France to uncover false nobles and reduce the number
of those claiming tax exemption. Only authentic titles in writing were accepted,
and those without them (whether genuinely noble or not) lost their exemption.
But such inquiries did not recur after 1680; a hundred years later false nobles,
among them such unexpected figures as Brissot, Danton, and Robespierre,
were as common (in every sense) as ever.

Apart from noble ancestry, the essential difference between a legitimate
and a false nobleman lay in royal appointment. Ennoblement was a distinction
that only kings could properly confer. Even in Great Britain knighthoods
and baronetcies, like peerages, emanated from the king alone. This seldom
meant that a king made a personal decision in each case; more usually people
in state service were ennobled by their office. The extreme example of this
was in post-Petrine Russia, where before 1762 there was no nobility, personal
or hereditary, without state service; but equally, in the upper ranks, no
service without nobility. Similarly, in France the upper judiciary consisted
(in 1789) of some 4,000 ennobling offices. But here the system was more
subtle and complex. Offices were originally markéted by the state, but once
bought they became pieces of real property which their owners might sell or
(on payment of a small regular tax) bequeath at will. This system was impor-
tant because most offices ennobled only gradually, over three generations.
It brought the state revenue, in the form of the initial purchasing price, and
mutation fees at each subsequent change of owner. At the same time it
channelled the energies of the socially ambitious rich into state service for
minimal remuneration, and left the state as the final arbiter of social mobility.
It was a brilliant system. The main disadvantages were that venality diverted
commercial and industrial wealth which might otherwise have been reinvested
more productively; and it encouraged the most successful producers of wealth
in the community to abandon their activities at the height of their success
in order to achieve nobility.

The first disadvantage applied equally to the wealth of the numerous
nobles who always bought a substantial proportion of available ennobling

® See J.C. Davis, The Decline of the Venetian Nobility as a Ruling Class (1962).
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officers because those that did not ennoble were considered below their
dignity. The second resulted from the existence of nobility itself rather
than from the specific conditions of France. British, German, or Swedish
merchants were no less eager than their French counterparts to abandon trade
once their fortune was made, and to invest it in symbols of social prestige
and ambition. For wealth was the universal key to ennoblement. However
diverse the systems and rules in various states, the exclusive beneficiaries
everywhere were the rich. To become a noble was expensive, whether by
purchasing land, lordships, ennobling office, or one of the notorious titles
which Louis XIV periodically put on the market at times of grave financial
need. In France it became axiomatic that while not every nobleman was rich,
every rich man was noble. In 1726, for example, well over half the farmers-
general of taxes, proverbial for their wealth, were noble, a proportion which
had risen to over two-thirds by 1786. True nobility, wrote the Hanoverian
official Ramdohr in 1791,° ‘is usually derived from birth into a “superior
family” whose aristocratic origin goes back into the remote past; it may,
however, also be due to the specific conferment of a patent of nobility by
a specific sovereign prince at a specific time. It must be accompanied in either
case by wealth.” From 1758 large sums were demanded of Spaniards aspiring
to hidalgo rank, with the result that over the next half-century the numbers
of the Spanish nobility may have dropped by as much as a third.

Thus the most common reason for apparent noble exclusivism was the
lack of demand from qualified outsiders for entry into the charmed circle.
Throughout eastern Europe and much of Germany, Italy, and Spain, a
moneyed middle class, with or without social pretensions, hardly existed.
In the Dutch republic it did, but there the burgher oligarchy was the object
of social ambition. In Ireland mercantile wealth, substantial by the later
eighteenth century, was mainly in the hands of Catholics who preferred their
religion to joining the Anglican ascendancy. But even if rich men ambitious
to become nobles had been more common, the barriers would have been
formidable. Ennoblement through venal office was largely confined to
France; elsewhere the emphasis lay far more strongly on land. But throughout
Germany and Scandinavia purchase of ‘noble’ land by non-nobles was more
or less stringently forbidden; besides, there and in Spain and Italy entails
kept the best and most extensive estates off the market. Even in England,
where there were no legal restrictions on land purchase, strict settlements
ensured that by the later eighteenth century, when landed profits were im-
proving rapidly, relatively little was being sold. Accordingly Europe’s richest
and most enterprising middle class found its avenue to social ascent pro-
gressively narrowing. This may, paradoxically, have done a good deal to
promote reinvestment of its wealth in more productive spheres at a crucial
time in England’s economic development.

From this point of view social ascent may have been too easy in France
for her economic good. There is little evidence there that opportunities for

® Quoted in K. Epstein, The Genesis of German Conservatism (1966), 184.
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ennoblement decreased as time went on. The absence of strong entails, or
primogeniture, or restrictions on non-noble land purchase, kept the market
buoyant. It is true that there was a tendency for access to the most prestigious
ennobling offices, those of the parlements, to be limited to nobles; but
other ennobling offices meanwhile proved more popular than ever, especially
with the merchants of western seaports. By 1789 the 900 offices of king’s
secretary, complete sinecures which exempted their holders from all the
normal rules of derogation but conferred full hereditary nobility, were the
most expensive and sought after in France. On the eve of the Revolution,
the French nobility was probably more open than its English counterpart
and therefore the least exclusive in Europe. On the other hand, in France
all the members of a family inherited nobility, whereas English younger sons
returned to the common pool. This alone left the English gentleman far less
remote from his social inferiors, in psychological terms, than any French
gentilhomme.

Exclusivism is not only measurable in terms of access to nobility. Equally
important is the question of marriage. To become genuine, declared Ram-
dohr,'® technical nobility ‘must be followed by intermarriage with families
of acknowledged aristocratic status.” Yet again, traditions against marrying
outside the nobility tended to be strongest where the opportunities were rare
in any case—where non-noble wealth was uncommon, or where entails made
fortunes less dependent on fat dowries to maintain them. In France neither
of these circumstances obtained, and ‘regilding the arms’, or less politely
‘restoring the fields with muck’ were literary clichés describing the well-
established practice among nobles of marrying daughters of rich commoners.
Thus much of the wealth of the duc de Choiseul, peer and minister, was
derived from his wife, granddaughter of ‘Crozat the rich’, most opulent
financier of the early eighteenth century. No less than 62 per cent of the
traceable daughters of the farmers-general of the taxes in the eighteenth
century married noblemen, 28-3 per cent of them great nobles of the court.!!
In England the story was similar; landowners seldom scrupled to marry ‘into
the city’ in order to refurbish or improve their fortunes, and the chosen
fathers-in-law were usually only too flattered at the alliance. In Sweden noble
marriages to commoners rose over the eighteenth century from one- to
two-thirds. In high society, whether in Paris, London, or Stockholm, wealth
dissolved all barriers of birth, privilege, or prestige in a way that it did not in
less advanced capitals—where riches were virtually a noble monopoly anyway.
In these circumstances the suspicious, envious, lesser nobility of the provinces
became the true custodians of older noble values and ideals.

The Aristocratic Life
So far the term ‘aristocracy’ has been avoided with some care. It is a political

% Loc. cit.

"' Y. Durand, Les Fermiers généraux au X VI siécle (1971), 342. Many farmers-
general were themselves noble, but in most cases their ennoblement was relatively
recent.
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4
term, dangerously vague for analysing social categories. Yet most nobilities
saw themselves as aristocracies; made up, quite literally, of the best elements
of society, most suitable in every way to govern it. ‘If there are races among
animals there are races among men,” wrote Margrave Karl Friedrich of Baden,
a celebrated model of an enlightened monarch.!? ‘For that reason the most
superior must put themselves ahead of others, marry among themselves
and- produce a pure race: that is the nobility.” Sycophantic commoners
reassured them in such views. ‘Nobility’, wrote Edmund Burke, for long the
pensioner of the marquess of Rockingham, ‘is a graceful ornament to the civil
order. It is the Corinthian capital of polished society. . .It is indeed one sign
of a liberal and benevolent mind to incline to it with some sort of partial
propensity. He feels no ennobling principle in his own heart, who wishes to
level all the artificial institutions which have been adopted for giving a body
to opinion, and permanence to fugitive esteem.”*

The nobility’s view of itself involved a number of activities deemed
peculiarly appropriate. Basic was ‘living nobly’ on landed revenues. Here
prejudice and general opinion reinforced the letter of the law. Yet to live off
the land was not necessarily to till the soil. In parts of France a noble was
allowed to work only a certain proportion of his lands in person, on pain of
derogation. The richer a noble was, in general, the less likely he was to reside
on his estates. The allurements of town life or, in the case of the greatest
nobles of all, of court and capital, were irresistible. Great nobles therefore
tended to be absentees, seeing their lands in terms mainly of rentals or regular
income. This was inevitable when great estates were concentrated in the
hands of a few magnates—they could not regularly visit, much less reside on,
all the properties they owned. Even so, estates at any distance from the
centre of the fashionable world held little appeal. ‘To say the truth’, wrote
Viscount Palmerston in 1761 of the Irish county from which he derived over
half his income,'® ‘I think Sligo and the adjacent counties the most dreary
waste I ever yet beheld.’ It took political disgrace to make the duc de Choiseul
take an interest in Chanteloup, or Viscount Townshend experiment with
turnips in Norfolk.

Yet absenteeism should not be exaggerated. Most nobles were never
absentees. Relatively prosperous though they might be, they simply could
not afford it. Few historical legends are more persistent, yet more misleading,
than that Louis XIV denuded the French provinces of nobility and concen-
trated them at Versailles. In reality only a small proportion of great magnates
flocked to court; most of the nobility remained in their provinces, lived
at least part of the year on their estates, and reinvested income in them. Many
were shrewd and careful managers, a world away from the profligate spend-
thrifts of Versailles. Similar contrasts existed throughout much of the con-
tinent. On the other hand, in Spain, southern Italy, and parts of Germany,
the provincial nobility notoriously immured itself almost perpetually in

2 Quoted in Epstein, Origins of German Conservatism, 189.
3 Reflexions on the Revolution in France (1910 edn.), 135.
% Quoted in B. Connell, Portrait of a Whig Peer (1957), 352.
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towns; and in Russia and Prussia, where the state demanded constant service,
the lesser nobility were quite as inclined to neglect their estates as great
magnates proverbially did.

One reason for the costliness of metropolitan life was the need for display.
Social importance was emphasized by an ostentatious lifestyle. In“Spain and
southern Italy hordes of retainers were kept in constant attendance. A
Spanish duke in the 1780s might have a household of 300 or more; while
forty years earlier Lady Mary Wortley Montagu had complained that in
Naples ‘Two coaches, two running footmen, four other footmen, a gentleman
usher, and two pages are as necessary here as the attendance of a single
servant is at London.’’® But England had its own forms of extravagance, such
as the immense country houses erected between about 1690 and 1740, at a
time when returns on land, and therefore the temptation to invest in agri-
culture, were low. Marlborough’s Blenheim, Devonshire’s Chatsworth, and
Carlisle’s Castle Howard all date substantially from that period. These palaces
were crammed with treasures amassed during the Grand Tour, a continental
journey of several years which rounded off every young English gentleman’s
education. The great cities of the continent swarmed with English milords,
spending liberally and collecting indiscriminately. In France, where residence
in the royal palace was the ultimate privilege, two establishments had to be
maintained, one in Paris and one at court—with the additional expense of
moving with the king from one to another of several palaces. Most osten-
tatious of all were the magnates of the Habsburg empire, who not only
resided at court and kept impressive urban palaces in Vienna, but also, in
the later eighteenth century, adopted the English fashion of country seats.
Well over 200 were built in Hungary alone between 1740 and 1780, of
which the most famous was Esterhaz, the ‘Hungarian Versailles’, built after
1762 by Prince Miklos Esterhazy. Here the prince spent part of every year in
royal state, entertained by a resident orchestra of twenty to thirty, playing a
constant stream of new pieces by their resident conductor, Haydn. Display on
this scale was quite beyond the resources of the average nobleman. Never-
theless it represented an ideal, and accordingly modest country seats were
modestly ‘improved’, provincial towns had their social ‘seasons’, and noble
life was dominated by an endless round of visits, entertainments, and that
universal pastime of a bored leisured class, cards.

The inevitable result of ostentation was debts. Those incturred through
high living at court or in the metropolis were the most spectacular, although
few accumulated them at the speed of the comte de Genlis, who at twenty
lost 50,000 livres at ‘play’ in a single night.'® Besides, if courtiers habitually
overspent the revenue of their properties, monarchs were often willing to
rescue them with handsome pensions or well-paid sinecures from public
funds. Nor was this always the generous gesture it seemed; subjects dependent

!5 R. Halsband (ed.), The Complete Letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1965 —
7), ii. 214. Naples, 6 Dec. 1740.

¢ H. Carré, La Noblesse de France et I'opinion publique au XVIII® siécle (1920),
271.
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on royal largesse were more easily controlled than those who were financially
self-supporting. No less than a third of the duc de Saulx-Tavanes’s income in
the 1780s came from royal grants of this sort; and a great lord was defined in
1721 as ‘a man who sees the king, speaks to ministers, has ancestors, debts,
and pensions’.!” Yet debts arose more often from prudence than from its
opposite. If most nobles, particularly heads of families, had debts far in
excess of their incomes, they usually resulted from loans and mortgages
incurred to pay bequests and marriage portions. Such commitments were part
of the very structure of a property-owner’s family life and alarmed nobody.

Never before had the qualities expected of noblemen been so universally
agreed on. Europe was dominated by an international aristocracy, whose pass-
ports were conriections and good breeding. Travellers went armed with sheaves
of letters of recommendation which opened up society along their route by
introducing them to acquaintances of their acquaintances. The Bohemian
nobility residing in Prague, wrote an early-eighteenth-century traveller, ‘are
polite and civil to Strangers, whom they know to be Persons of Quality’.'®
And a person of ‘quality’ normally marked himself out, quite apart from the
letters he carried, by certain standards of accepted conduct. ‘You may
possibly ask me,” wrote the earl of Chesterfield, ‘whether a man has it always
in his power to get into the best company? and how? I say, Yes, he has, by
deserving it; provided he is but in circumstances which enable him to appear
upon the footing of a gentleman. . .good breeding will endear him to the best
companies.”'® Again, however, the criterion was a metropolitan one.
There should be in the least, as well as in the greatest parts of a gentleman,
les manieres nobles. . .attend carefully to the manners, the diction, the
motions of people of the first fashion. . .the language, the air, the dress, and
the manners of the Court, are the only true standard. . .for a man of parts, who
has been bred at Courts, and used to keep the best company, will distinguish
himself, and is to be known from the vulgar, by every word, attitude, gesture,
and even look.?°

Most noblemen, however, believed that their position required more
than ancestors, an extravagant style of life, and the polish of good breeding.
Even more important were less tangible qualities, most of which were bound
up in the concept of honour. Honour meant obligation—how a man was
expected to behave and how he expected others to behave towards him.
Its mainspring was pride. According to Montesquieu, himself a provincial
noble of distinguished lineage, honour in the last analysis was mere prejudice.
It was nevertheless the motivating principle of all true monarchical states
(which meant states with nobilities), and was no mean impulse which could
‘oblige men to perform all difficult deeds, requiring strength, with no other
reward than the fame of these deeds’.?! Like most prejudices, honour allowed

17 Montesquieu, Persian Letters, LXXXVIIIL.

'® Quoted by R. and E. Forster, European Society in the Eighteenth Century
(1969), 87, from the memoirs of baron de Pollnitz (1757).

19 Letters of Lord Chesterfield to his Son, 9 Oct. 0.S. 1747.

2% Ibid 12 Nov. 0.S. 1750.

2t Esprit des lois, Bk. 111, chs. VI and VII.
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no compromise; those whose honour was impugned felt obliged to restore
it, whatever the cost. Social life was scarred with spectacular and very often
disruptive disputes over precedence, deference, and the tiniest points of-
protocol. In earlier times disputes of this sort between individuals had been
resolved by duelling, but the mid-seventeenth century witnessed a determined
drive by governments to stamp this practice out. In 1679 Louis XIV rein-
forced earlier, and largely unenforced, prohibitions, and directed all disputes
normally resoved by duels to a special tribunal of honour. Even so, they never
died out completely; and in England, where there was no ban, duels may
even have grown more common.

The most obvious quality tested in a duel was courage. A cowardly noble-
man was held to be a contradiction in terms, a betrayal of the order’s warrior
origins. This attitude underpinned noble predominance among army officers
and the hereditary bravery of nobles was often invoked, as a fact as much as
an ideal, in defence of the institution of nobility. Military virtues were closely
linked to the ideal of service. The obligation to serve the state or the monarch
was seldom as clearly defined as it was in Russia or Prussia, but most nobilities
saw themselves to some degree as service nobilities. Honour bound all noble-
men to serve their king in war, even if opinions differed as to whether other
forms of service might be equally honourable. But service had its corollory:
the monarch must treat his faithful nobility as they deserved, in accordance
with their rights and their dignity. This meant, reflected the duc de Montausier
in Louis XIV’s early years, granting them ‘all the advantages of utility, of
goods, offices, employments, honours, advancement, protection, &c, that
shall be possible’.?* It was a demanding list, but monarchs ignored it at their
peril. When nobles were disaffected, it was normally because kings seemed
not to be allowing them the rewards to which they felt entitled. Unfortunately
such matters were seldom entirely within a monarch’s control.

Inner Tensions

From the outside, as the propaganda of French revolutionaries in 1789
shows, the nobility appeared a monolithic institution, powerful and united
in defence of its interests. In reality, noblemen were often bitterly divided
among themselves. Internal division was perhaps the most important charac-
teristic of nobllmes and it goes far towards explaining why they were so
easily upset during the revolutionary decade.

The most obvious division was between old nobles and new. Most nobles
grudgingly acquiesced in the replenishment of their order by outsiders, but
very few would openly commend it. They knew that most new nobles owed
their elevation to money, which rich nobles despised and poor ones envied.
Moliere’s play The Bourgeois Gentleman, ridiculing the aspirations of a social
climber for the amusement of Louis XIV and his courtiers, vividly exemplifies
these attitudes. The classic example of division between new and old was the
famous French distinction between nobles of the sword and nobles of the

22 Quoted in J.-P. Labatut, Les Ducs et pairs de France au XVII® siecle (1972),
37s.
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robe; the former being the traditional warrior nobility, the latter, newcomers
ennobled by the purchase of high judicial office. Distinct traditions of this
sort existed right down to the Revolution, and in the pre-revolutionary crisis
there were plenty of signs of hostility to the'parlements and their political
pretensions among the rest of the nobility. Utopian purists such as the duc de
Saint-Simon insisted that holders of ennobling offices in the magistracy were
not nobles at all; more realistic writers—for example Archbishop Fénelon—
equally concerned about the adulteration of the nobility, conceded that
the robe was noble but advocated the restriction of ennoblement through
restriction of venality. Yet in social terms even as early as 1660 the division
was practically meaningless. Only a minority of office-holders in most parle-
ments had been ennobled by the offices they held, and were therefore in no
sense new nobles. Most of them were sons of other office-holders, but some,
and a growing proportion, came from so-called ‘sword’ families. Inter-marriage
between robe families and those of other nobles was also well established
and their lifestyles were identical. In Paris at least, all that remained of the
old social distinction was a literary tradition. What strength it retained lay
in the provinces; for although intermarriage and interpenetration occurred
there too, it took place only at a minimal level of prosperity, far above that
of most provincial nobles. The latter envied the self-styled ‘senators’ of the
provincial parlements their wealth, and the institutional power it had bought
them in the judiciary and administration. Such power, they believed, should
be the prerogative of all nobles according to their talents, and not a pluto-
cracy among them, where money appeared to confound all other distinctions
of rank, ancestry, and honour.

The fact was, however, that most nobilities were plutocracies; the most
fundamental antagonism between nobles, transcending all others, was between
rich and poor. In an order characterized by honours and distinctions, there
were countless reasons for one noble to consider himself better than another;
nobility was, in a famous phrase, ‘a cascade of disdain’, most of it traceable to
an economic or financial source. Pride in ancestry was never stronger than in
the Spanish hidalgos or the Hungarian ‘sandalled’ nobility, who had little else
to distinguish them. A long lineage could also confer distinct material advan-
tages at royal courts, where, in order to cope with the pressure of the numbers
wishing to live there and enjoy the offices and perquisites, monarchs confined
access to those who could prove a distinguished ancestry to the satisfaction
of royal genealogists. Even genuine proofs cost money, but the rewards could
be substantial. The hierarchy of titles also roughly reflected the hierarchy of
fortunes-—an indigent prince or duke was a sensational rarity; equally, a rich
noble without a title would sooner or later acquire one. Wealth largely
determined where a nobleman could live. The expense of life in court or
capital was such that, while not all provincial nobles were poor, most poor
nobles were provincial. All these circumstances produced divisions within
nobilities far more significant than the superficial professional rivalries of
‘robe’ and ‘sword’.

Poverty and provincialism left petty noblemen constantly afraid that their
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more fortunate fellows would try to cut themselves off from the rest of their
order. Thus they vigorously—and successfully—resisted repeated attempts
by the peers of France to constitute themselves into a body with a status
and prerogatives distinct from the rest of the nobility. In England a peerage
bill, designed to limit the numbers of the House of Lords, was rejected by
the Commons in 1719. ‘How can the Lords expect the Commons’, asked
Robert Walpole in the crucial debate, ‘to give their concurrence to a bill by
which they and their posterity are to be for ever excluded from the peerage?
How would they themselves receive a bill which should prevent a baron
from being made a viscount, a viscount an earl, an earl a marquis, and a
marquis a duke?’?® Similarly in Spain the new Bourbon authorities after
1700 found little difficulty in eliminating the grandees from the controlling
councils of government, because they were divided among themselves and
were, as the French ambassador wrote to Louis XIV in 1711, ‘odious to the
lower nobility’.2

Above all, the small nobility envied the great their opportunities. Public
life was a constant competition among nobles for the limited patronage at
the disposal of the state, where the rich and the metropolitan (in a long
French literary tradition ‘les Grands’) enjoyed all the advantages. Living at
the centre of things, knowing those who dispensed the patronage, they
naturally held most of the higher appointive offices of state and also exer-
cised wide influence, or ‘interest’, so as to secure the best military commissions
and corner the most remunerative ecclesiastical benefices for their relatives.
They took the most prestigious and lucrative provincial offices from under
the noses of local aspirants, spending the revenues in the capital and confiding
their duties to underpaid deputies. It was notorious that courtiers enjoyed
all the best and largest pensions, while provincials, where they secured any-
thing at all, received only the most petty appointments, and perhaps token
military pensions. All this came at a time when governments seemed steadily
intent on whittling down nobles’ fiscal privileges and taxing them ever more
heavily. The absenteeism of the great was the final insult. It demonstrated
their contempt for the provinces that sustained them, and nowhere more
vividly than in the Habsburg empire, where the magnates of Vienna even
abandoned their native Czech or Magyar for the German and French of the
imperial court. Few provincials would have disagreed with a late-eighteenth-
century Breton magistrate when he declared that ‘the court nobility has,
at all times, been the most pronounced and the most dangerous enemy of
other nobles.?®

Such antagonisms were at their sharpest in regions that were virtually
sub-states rather than provinces. The resentments of the numerous petty
gentry of Hungary, many of whom were also alienated from the prevailing
order by their Protestantism, played an important part in the great rebellion

23 Quoted in J.F. Naylor, The British Aristocracy and the Peerage Bill of 1719
(1968), 269.

2 Quoted in H. Kamen, The War of Succession in Spain (1969), 107.

25 Quoted in J. Meyer, La Noblesse bretonne au XVII® siécle (1972), p. 249.
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of 1703—11. Agitation in Ireland, which culminated in the granting of legis-
lative independence in 1782, owed much to the resentment of the Ascendancy
against the use of Irish patronage for English political purposes; and a bill
to tax absentees was only narrowly defeated in 1773. Yet the nationalistic
element in these cases only added spice to antagonisms clearly visible even
without it. British politics largely operated for much of this period in terms
of a conflict between ‘court’ and ‘country’ parties. The court party was
made up of those members of parliament who tended to support the govern-
ment in return for, or in the hope of, a share of its patronage. This entailed
living in London, dancing attendance on parliamentary divisions. ‘Country’
members suspected London; they agonized at its expense and begrudged
every day spent away from their estates. In political terms they condemned
the power and extent of patronage; they opposed waste, corruption, higher
taxes, expensive continental wars, tinkering with the church, and central
government interference in the localities. And although they were normally
disunited, numerically they were a parliamentary majority and could block
any legislation they unanimously disliked, such as the peerage bill. The
provincial nobles of France, equally opposed to wasteful court patronage,
high taxes, and centralization, enjoyed no such representation at the centre,
much less power; accordingly their frustrations were greater. The remon-
strances of provincial parlements, especially against tax increases, gave some
voice to their views. In them the waste and extravagance of the court were
repeatedly blamed for the state’s financial difficulties. But remonstrances
were occasional documents, often ignored by the government. Nor did the
parlements command the full confidence of most provincial nobles. The
petty nobility of France, marooned within the narrow horizons of its pro-
vinces, excluded by its poverty from most worthwhile employments, yet
unable to assemble to voice its grievances and aspirations, was recognized
throughout this period as one of the most intractable of social problems.

Two possible solutions were often canvassed: either remove the poverty
or ensure that it entailed no disadvantages. Removing the poverty entailed
removing both the laws and the prejudices against nobles entering trade: in
1701, when trade was depressed, the government confirmed a half-forgotten
rule that nobles might engage in wholesale trade without loss of status. The
effect, however, was more to induce recently ennobled merchants to con-
tinue trading, than to encourage nobles to abandon their prejudices. The
trade wars of the mid-eighteenth century brought renewed discussion of the
question, and in 1756 the abbé Coyer advocated wholesale ennoblement
of merchants (and, by implication, an end to the law of derogation) in his
Trading Nobility.** When, in 1767, the provisions of 1701 were eventually
confirmed, it was declared that thenceforth two merchant families a year
would be ennobled; but retail trade was never opened to nobles. In any
case there was no sign of any general change in their attitude, so clearly
expressed by Montesquieu®” in 1748: ‘Some. . .think that there should be

26 La Noblesse commergante.
27 Esprit des lois, Bk. XX, ch. XXII.



Ruling Orders 93

laws in France to encourage the nobility to trade; this would be the means to
destroy nobility there, without any use to trade.” The Spanish experience was
similar. In 1675 nobles were authorized to engage in commerce; in the 1760s,
amid repeated requests from economic societies, the government reissued
this law in various seaports, and in 1783 throughout the country. But on no
occasion did it elicit the least response on the part of the nobility.

Poor nobles preferred to have their poverty cancelled out by privileges.
It was they who defended tax-exemptions or preferences most vigorously
and who, being resident on their estates, exacted their ‘feudal’ rights most
minutely. Above all, they believed that the state owed them a livelihood in
the profession for which they were most fitted—arms. Until 1762 Russian
nobles, were guaranteed military employment whether they liked it or not.
In Prussia the officer corps was deliberately reserved almost entirely for
nobles, but there were still too many candidates for available commissions.
It took until the late eighteenth century to persuade them that an admini-
strative career was equally honorable—a case of ‘sword’ prejudice against
‘robe’ far more serious than in France. At least in Prussia both influential
magnates and rich, socially ambitious bourgeois were relatively rare, so that
there was not the aggravation of competition from the wealthy. In Great
Britain and France, however, commissions were purchasable on the open
market, with the result that the superior wealth of great nobles on the one
hand, and that of ambitious commoners or recently ennobled newcomers
on the other tended either to push the price of commissions beyond the
petty nobility or to maroon them permanently in the cheapest and most
junior ranks. This was far more serious in France than in Britain, where the
army was relatively small and the navy of mediocre social prestige. In 1683
Louis XIV expressed a wish to confine the recruitment of naval officer cadets
to noblemen; his motive, like that of the rules of 1718 and 1727 which
restricted the recruitment of most army officers to nobles, was to favour the
petty nobility. Yet so long as purchase existed, they remained at a disadvan-
tage. There was uproar when the government decreed, in 1750, that in future
service as an officer should ennoble commoners. It seemed a positive incentive
to purchase. The same year did indeed bring the establishment of a military
cadet school in Paris reserved for noblemen, but this ignored the root of the
problem. In 1756, incensed by Coyer’s idea of a trading nobility, the chevalier
d’Arc, grandson of Louis XIV on the sinister side, published his Military
Nobility or the French Patriot. A sustained attack on the corrosive effect of
wealth, it called for an officer corps open to nobles alone and an end to
purchase. But d’Arc also prescribed compulsory service, with default punish-
able by derogation, and such Russian-sounding ideas won little support.
Under the ministry of Saint-Germain (1775—7), who wished to professionalize
the army, the gradual phasing out of purchase was at last begun. At the same
time the Military School, which had rapidly been taken over by the inevitable
rich bourgeois and influential courtiers, was supplemented by twelve pro-
vincial schools for officer cadets of poor noble stock. In 1775 the navy
excluded non-nobles from officer cadet schools, and by 1780 a number of
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ecclesiastical benefices were being reserved for poor nobles. The most famous
development came in 1781, when non-nobles and even those ennobled in
recent generations were excluded from most commissions in the army. There
was not, however, enough time before 1789 for petty nobles to derive much
benefit from such measures; in retrospect they became famous (or infamous)
as examples of noble disdain for commoners.

The problem of the poor nobility was an important element in a wider
debate on luxury. Fénelon, disgusted by the contrast between the conspicuous
consumption of metropolitan high society and the misery of the provinces in
the last twenty-five years of Louis XIV’s reign, partially blamed the king’s
policy of gathering his most eminent subjects around him at court. Court
life, and its metropolitan extension, set ruinous standards of ostentatious
living which drained the provinces of wealth and corrupted the nobility.
D’Arc made a similar point half a century later, and although several of the
philosophes (such as Montesquieu) remained unconvinced of luxury’s tendency
to corrupt, the physiocrats had no doubts. Luxury encouraged manufactures
(that economic dead end) and concentrated absentee landlords in the capital,
away from the true source of wealth. This was the warning given by Mirabeau
in The Friend of Mankind (1756). He believed that the nobility, as land-
owners, were the key to the state’s prosperity. Their social pre-eminence
could be more easily justified in economic terms than on the more traditional
military lines. They must, however, prove themselves worthy of this role
by residing on their estates, living frugally, and reinvesting their revenues in
agriculture rather than luxury. ‘The words countryman and provincial have
become ridiculous,” he complained. ‘. . .everybody has wanted to be a man of
the court or of the town, and farewell to the fields.’”®® Mirabeau’s book was
a eulogy of all the rustic qualities the jaded sophisticates of Paris reviled;
for him the true friend of mankind was the provincial noble.

Mirabeau was well aware that something more than the modest prosperity
of sound agriculture and the consciousness of serving humanity was needed
to make provincial life attractive to nobles who would otherwise avoid it.
So he proposed to give them political power too, in the form of provincial
estates. He was not alone in proposing this, nor was the idea found only in
France. The emancipation of Russian nobles from service in 1762 did not
produce the return to the land and agriculture that the government hoped to
see; and when in 1775 local government was reorganized, a further induce-
ment was offered by the establishment of local assemblies of nobles with
extensive administrative power. These bodies were reinforced and elevated
in 1785; they now became organs of provincial noble autonomy. Yet there
was no tradition of corporate action among Russian nobles and no tradition
of autonomy either, so that the new assemblies remained totally subordinate
to the officers of the central government.

This was not at all what Mirabeau’s followers, in the forty years that
followed his proposals, had in mind. When they proposed the revival of lapsed

28 L’Ami des hommes, i. 133.
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provincial estates, their object was to give noblemen an active, independent
hand in provincial government, such as they enjoyed in those provinces in
which estates had survived. Estates, unlike parlements, were bodies of elected
representatives and, again unlike parlements, they had the theoretical power
to refuse tax increases. By the 1770s a revenue-hungry government had come
to see the value of associating the governed with government, and in 1778
two experimental provincial assemblies were actually set up. But they were
quite unlike estates; they were not elective, nor did nobles enjoy an advan-
tageous position in them. Similar objections applied when Calonne proposed, .
in 1787, to extend this sytem to the whole country. It was not until the
chaotic conditions following the collapse of central authority in the summer
of 1788 that the idea of estates gained any practical momentum, and then
the initiative came from provincial nobles themselves. Most of the projects
then proliferating insisted that absentee landlords, or anybody enjoying any
sort of court office or pension, should be ineligible. Beyond that, however,
there was little agreement on the form, the powers, or the composition of
the proposed estates. Only in Dauphiné did the estates actually convene;
elsewhere, bickering was still going on when the elections to the estates-
general diverted public attention, and the opportunity was lost.

This was the story all too often when nobles tried to improve their position
by concerted action. They were paralysed by their own internal divisions,
they seemed able to work together only for negative ends, defending their
existing interests against governments. The Bible of the nobility, after 1748,
was Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws. By the end of the century it had been
translated into every major European language. Its appeal was obvious:
Montesquieu professed to show that, by its very nature, a monarchy was a
government of laws, that these laws were protected, and the monarchy
prevented from toppling into despotism, by the existence of an ‘intermediary’
power, the nobility. Nobility seemed built into the nature of things. What
nobles often failed to see was that the exalted role assigned to them by
Montesquieu remained essentially defensive; that they too could unbalance
a monarchy by claiming the political initiative. Fortunately for kings, the
basic inability of jealous noblemen to unite behind any such initiative also
seemed built into the nature of things.



5. The Ruled: the Country

Noble supremacy was rooted in the countryside. The rural population—
scattered, unprotected, unsophisticated, and totally absorbed in producing
the means of subsistence—offered far less resistance to control than towns-
men. And in 1660 this control was tightening, as the deceleration in over-all
population growth brought diminishing agricultural profits and landlords
sought to compensate by harder pressure upon those beneath them. The
whole of Europe found itself in the grip of an agrarian reaction, in the course
of which the peasantry found its rights, independence, and standards of living
curbed by the appetite of its lords. When agricultural profits recovered, in the
eighteenth century, the peasantry regained none of the lost ground. The
power of large landlords continued to grow, only to be curbed eventually
by governmental intervention which itself was undertaken in an attempt to
redistribute the peasant’s burden in the state’s favour, rather than to diminish
its total weight. Most peasants suffered to some extent from these circums-
stances. But as usual, serfs suffered most of all.

Serfdom

Perhaps half the peasants in Europe were serfs in 1660, as a result of a massive
expansion of serfdom in the east at a time when it was rapidly declining in
the west. East of the Elbe, that great social and economic frontier, serfdom
was now the rule; west of it, the exception, although it still survived in many
areas of western and southern Germany, northern Italy, and eastern France.

The strict meaning of serfdom is still the subject of academic controversy.
The most generally accepted definition is ‘hereditary bondage to the land’;
a true serf was part of the stock of an estate, but distinguished from a slave
by the fact that he could not be sold separately from the land to which he
was bound. Such bondage had several important corollaries. It meant that
the serf was not free to move his domicile and not free to marry or take a
trade without his lord’s consent; that he was subject to his lord’s private
jurisdiction; and above all that he owed various services, in cash, kind, labour
or all three, to the lord. In practice there were endless variations on these
basic themes. When Joseph II abolished personal serfdom (Leibeigenschaft)
in his hereditary domains in 1781, certain provinces were able to claim that
this institution did not exist and therefore could not be abolished. But the
bulk of its most notorious characteristics undoubtedly did exist, and the
point was a legal quibble.

As a general rule, serfdlom grew harsher and more arbitrary the further
east it was found. In Russia bondage to the land, with the minimal security
it entailed, had almost disappeared by 1660. Serfs were sold without land,
like cattle, often at public auctions. It is true that a sizeable and growing
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minority of Russian peasants were not serfs—almost 40 per cent in 1762.
These were the ‘state peasants’, holding their land directly from the tsar, but
not bondsmen on his private estates. Even they could be arbitrarily trans-
ferred into private ownership and servile status by the monarch’s whim; and
under Catherine II this happened to no less than 800,000, distributed to the
empress’s generals, favourites, and lovers.

Conditions were perhaps least oppressive in the Austrian lands, where a
fee secured a lord’s permission to move, marry, inherit land, or take a trade.
It is true that the arbiter in cases of dispute was the lord’s court, but appeal
to royal jurisdiction was possible; the sole practical restraint was the cost.
Appeals were also possible in Hungary and Poland, but to bodies of local
landowners, who were much less likely to be sympathetic. Permission to
move or to marry was also more than a salable formality in these kingdoms.
Hungarian lords enjoyed the right to force peasants to exchange their plots
and could also, through their courts, impose corporal punishment. In Poland
until 1768 they could inflict capital penalties. Yet even Polish and Hungarian
serfs enjoyed minimal rights—to a plot and the means to cultivate it. The
Russian serf enjoyed none. He only had obligations. There was no appeal
from the Russian lord’s decision. A lord’s powers were so extensive that he
scarcely needed the authority of a court to reinforce them. They were
strengthened when Peter I made lords responsible for collecting their peasants’
taxes and furnishing a regular number of military recruits. When in 1767
a group of serfs dared to complain to Catherine II of ill treatment, she promptly
made any such attempt to invoke higher authority punishable by lords
themselves. Russian serfs had no right to move, but could themselves be
moved, sold, or separated from their families. The murder of a serf carried
light penalties, and all other punishments were completely at a lord’s dis-
cretion. Serfs could also be hired out, and the factories of the Urals were
largely operated by serf labour. A law of 1734 offered batches of state serfs
to anybody proposing to establish a factory or reaching a certain level of
production in one. The only escape from subjection lay in flight; in Hungary
and Poland there were elaborate regulations to prevent peasants from abscond-
ing and to recover them if they did. But, in the earlier part of the period at
least, when labour was scarce, lords were often willing to poach serfs from
one another and to protect runaways. The runaway’s salvation was that rights
of pursuit lasted only a limited time, except in Russia, where the law-code
of 1649 had abolished time-limits for recovery and strictly forbidden other
lords to harbour runaways. Flight was therefore very hazardous; the fact
that it remained a major problem emphasizes how many peasants considered
these risks preferable to continued subjection.

Still more oppressive than personal restrictions were the services and dues
exacted by lords, theoretically in return for the tenure of a plot of land.
The most universal of these was forced labour (barschina in Russia, robot in
Habsburg lands). The great estates of Austria, Bohemia, Hungary, and Poland
were divided into domain (‘dominical’ land in Austria, ‘allodial’ in Hungary)
and peasant holdings (‘rustical’ land in Austria, ‘urbarial’ in Hungary). Domain
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work, done by serf forced labour, was increasingly in demand. By 1700
forced labour averaged perhaps three days a week, a day of twelve to four-
teen hours, in most areas of serfdom. In Hungary and Poland, however, four
days was not uncommon; the exact amount depended upon the size of a
serf’s holdings, and of his family. The obligations of Russian serfs, not being
related to the land, were not so well defined; everything depended upon the
whim of the master, but even so three days of barschina were perhaps normal
under Peter 1. By the 1780s as much as six days was not unknown, with
peasants attending to their own land on Sundays or at night. This increasing
demand resulted from rising prices, which made the dues in cash or kind
(obrok), into which many labour services had been commuted before mid-
century, less attractive.

In theory obrok and barschina were alternative obligations. In practice the
uneven pace of commutation between 1650 and 1750, along with the arbi-
trary powers enjoyed by Russian lords, left most serfs subject to both. Else-
where dues in both cash and kind had always been required as well as robot.
Price inflation was a further influence. Dues in kind were cumbersome to
collect, and so long as prices were stable lords preferred to compound them
for cash payments. When prices began to rise, however, fixed sums were
clearly less attractive, and dues in kind came back into favour. Throughout
the Austrian lands dues absorbed on average at least one-sixth of a peasant’s
gross product; in Hungary it was more like a fifth. An additional burden was
the use of expensive manorial monopolies and endless occasional fees and
dues. Substantial losses, as great in value as many dues, might also result
from damage caused when lords exercised their right to hunt over the
peasants’ land. It is true that, outside Russia, serfs received various rights in
return for all these obligations. In addition to their plots, they had access
to common lands and to seignorial charity in times of economic disaster;
lords often supported important local amenities, such as schools and
orphanages; and even the hated seignorial courts were a form of public
service. Nevertheless there can be no serious doubt on whose side the balance
of advantage lay.

Until the mid-eighteenth century, serfdom went unchallenged as one of
the foundations of society. The only serious criticism came from the inarti-
culate complaints of the serfs themselves, when periodic revolts gave them the
fleeting hope of some alleviation in their burdens. Revolts invariably failed,
but did not always fail to produce improvement. Governments had no interest
in a social order so harsh and rigid that it was in perpetual danger from
rebellion. As Maria Theresa wrote in 1775, ‘People who have no hope have
nothing to fear, and are dangerous." As a result of a Bohemian rebellion
of 1679, in which the increasing weight of lords’ demands had been a major
grievance, Leopold I in 1680 restricted robot in that kingdom to three days
and forbade excessive or unusual tasks. He also forbade innovations in
seignorial demands and confirmed the peasants’ right of appeal to the crown

' Quoted in C.A. Macartney, The Habsburg and Hohenzollern Dynasties in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (1970), 173.
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through its local officials. Yet these measures remained isolated, the product
of temporary crises, and the fact that they had to be renewed by Charles VI
in 1717 and again in 1730 shows how rapidly they were forgotten. Besides,
they merely regulated serfdom, leaving its basic principles untouched. The
whole of eastern Europe was horrified when, in 1742, Emperor Charles VII
offered emancipation to the serf population of Bohemia in return for their
support against the Habsburgs. Such rash promises threatened the whole
fabric of society itself. Nevertheless, within a few years the government in
Vienna was seriously considering far-reaching reforms which would change
the institution of serfdom beyond recognition.

The heart of the issue was the peasant as taxpayer. Serfs overwhelmed
by payments and services to their lords had nothing left for their kings.
The sole restriction on a Russian master’s treatment of his serfs had tradi-
tionally been that he should not ruin them, so that they were unable to
pay their taxes. Peter I was able to insure himself against even this by making
lords responsible for their peasants’ tax returns; and so no real conflict arose
between the respective claims on the peasant of lord and tsar. The essence of
Austrian plans for financial reform, however, begun in the late 1740s, was
to diminish rather than to increase the role of nobles in tax-collection and to
limit the obligations of serfs to their lords. The first step was to give clear
definition to these obligations. Thus in 1767, after years of obstruction by a
suspicious diet, Maria Theresa unilaterally promulgated an ‘urbarial patent’
for Hungary, which standardized such matters as the size of peasant holdings
upon which all obligations, private and public, were assessed. From here it
was only a short step to defining the obligations themselves, and in 1771
robot was restricted in the fragmentary province of Austrian Silesia. In lower
Austria in 1772 it was confined to two twelve-hour days; and a series of
disastrous harvests in subsequent years, followed by widespread peasant
unrest and a full-scale rebellion in Bohemia in 1775, lent added urgency
to the problem. In 1775 robot in Bohemia was once more limited (as in 1680)
to three days;in 1778 a similar regulation was issued for Carniola.

By this time not only imperial tax-collectors were interested in limiting
serfdom. Objections to the institution itself, both practical and philosophical,
were increasingly heard. Even in the seventeenth century defenders of serf-
dom, such as the Austrian cameralist Becher, had bitterly attacked the
habits of lords, and like later cameralists he had emphasized that the well-
being of the peasant underpinned that of society as a whole. The physiocrats
took such arguments a stage further, for they believed that the key to pros-
perity was property unencumbered by short leases, insecure tenure, or the
burdens of forced labour or seignorial dues. By all these standards serfdom
stood condemned as economically retrogressive. ‘As long as peasants do not
have complete property rights,” wrote the cameralist Justi, a notable influence
on Joseph II, in 1760, ‘they lack the most noble motive, the most effective
incentive to cultivate their lands to the best of their ability, for they must
always fear that they or their children will be evicted. . .States where one
estate or one class of people is subjected to another, have as monstrous a
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constitution as those which existed in the most barbarian times.? So the
objection was humanitarian, too. Hereditary bondage to the land, much
less to a master alone, as in Russia, seemed irreconcilable with the natural
liberty into which all men were born. Consequently from around 1760
arguments of political expediency, economic benefit, and philosophic benevo-
lence began to flow together in condemnation of serfdom. As Sonnenfels,
another of Joseph II's mentors, put it in 1777, ‘Humanity and the public
welfare demand that the lot of the peasant be a bearable one.’®

It is a problem to decide whether all the talk had any practical results.
Catherine II throughout the 1760s preached the improvement of serf condi-
tions, sponsored an essay competition on the advantage of peasant property,
and thereby stimulated a good deal of discussion about agrarian problems in
such bodies as the “Free Economic Society’ of St. Petersburg. But most of
this discussion turned on whether obrok or barschina screwed most out of
the serf, while the empress resisted all practical suggestions for reform,
especially after the great rising of 1773—-4. When Alexander Radischev, a
minor civil servant, defied the censors and published an impassioned attack
on serfdom in his Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow (1790), he was
exiled to Siberia. But even when legislation was issued, there was no guarantee
of its enforcement. Frederick II formally abolished serfdom in Pomerania in
1763, and after 1772 extended the abolition to newly annexed west Prussia.
But since nothing was done to enforce these laws, landlords ignored them.
The only practical reform came on crown lands, where Frederick by abandon-
ing the right to resume serf holdings at the death of each tenant, guaranteed
them hereditary rights. In 1779 Louis XVI emancipated serfs on French royal
domains but refrained from attacking the property rights of private owners:
thus in 1789 there were still about 140,000 serfs in France. In Denmark under
the meteoric ministry of Struensee (1770—2) forced labour was restricted
and royal lands were sold to peasants, but these reforms were reversed when
he fell. Nothing further was done until a Grand Agrarian Commission, be-
ginning twenty years of activity in 1786, inaugurated a long series of piece-
meal reforms which ultimately succeeded because public opinion had time
to appreciate the accumulating economic benefits of an emancipated peasantry.

It was essential to win over the serf-owners themselves, all powerful in
their localities, if measures of improvement were to stand any chance of
success. The first effective reforms came from private individuals. In the
1730s, at the very moment when the hold of Danish landlords over their serfs
was being increased by making them responsible for military recruitment
(1733), the first minister Bernstorff began to convert his own serfs into lease-
hold tenants free of dues and services. In 1784 Archdeacon Coxe, that in-
defatigable traveller and observer noted that since 1760 ‘a few nobles of
benevolent hearts and enlightened principles’ in Poland had begun to emanci-
pate numbers of their serfs, with dramatic results in terms of population

* Quoted in EM. Link, The Emancipation of the Austrian Peasant 17401798
(1949), 103.
3 Quoted ibid. 105.
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increase and the wealth of the peasants concerned. King Stanislas Poniatowski
and his chancellor Zamoiski, who both had emancipated serfs of their own,
also gave energetic support to writers advocating agrarian reform. Yet as
Coxe also noted, ‘The generality. . .of the Polish nobles are not inclined either
to establish or give efficacy to any regulations in favour of the peasants,
whom they scarcely consider as entitled to the common rights of humanity.’®
The diet in 1780 rejected a law code proposed by.Zamoiski, which included
improvements in serf conditions. Polish peasants who became Austrian or
Prussian subjects under the partitions sometimes benefited unexpectedly
from reforms in those states. But most became Russians, and for them
conditions grew positively worse.

Nothing illustrates the intricacies and frustrations of the serf problem
better than the experience of Joseph II. When he became sole ruler of the
Habsburg domains in 1780 he had already been fuming for years over the
slow progress of agrarian reforms. Regulations forced through in the pre-
ceding twenty years had been largely ineffective owing to the intransigence
of serf-owners. Nor had lords been impressed by the so-called ‘Raab system’,
introduced on crown lands in Bohemia after the rebellion there, under
which dominical land was divided up between peasants in return for cash
rents and no forced labour. Joseph extended this system to most crown
lands after 1780, as a gesture of confidence in its benefits; but still only a
few nobles followed his example. Joseph never showed much confidence in
the power of example alone, and from the start he was resolved to legislate.
There was no question of abolishing the whole apparatus of serfdom at a
stroke. Even Joseph II could recognize a political impossibility on that
scale. However he did feel that piecemeal measures over a period could
achieve much the same result.

The first step was to abolish the personal restrictions of servile status.
In 1781 Leibeigenschaft, personal serfdom, was abolished in Bohemia,
Moravia, and Silesia. The next year similar measures followed in various
Austrian provinces and in 1785 they were extended to Hungary. From then
on peasants were free to marry, move about, or embrace a trade without
their lord’s permission. In 1781 too a Strafpatent limited the penalties
which a lord’s court could impose, and an Untertanspatent improved appeal
facilities by granting peasants official advocates. In subsequent years manorial
monopolies were also restricted, and the rights of lords to interfere in peasant
inheritances were whittled down almost to nothing; thus security of tenure,
that universally agreed fundamental of peasant prosperity, was virtually
established. Although all these measures provoked impassioned protests
from the estates and diets of the emperor’s various domains, not to mention
his own principal advisors, Joseph overrode all opposition. Yet the heart
of the problem, the lord’s right to forced labour, remained untouched. In
1783 Joseph established a scale upon which lords might commute robot

* W. Coxe, Travels into Poland, Russia, Sweden and Denmark (4th edn. 1792),
i. 146.
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into cash payments, but it was essentially voluntary and few chose to take
advantage of it. He was soon convinced once again that legislation was the
answer, and in 1789 the so-called ‘physiocratic urbarium’ was issued. Its
main purpose (and hence its nickname) was to institute the single tax on land
so beloved of the French economists. In order to facilitate the taxation of
peasants, however, forced labour services were abolished; peasants were now
to retain 70 per cent of their gross income free of dues and taxes; the re-
maining 30 per cent was to be divided between the lords and the state on a
basis of 174 per cent for the former and 12 per cent for the latter. This
was breathtakingly radical. Peasants, who before had been lucky to retain
30 per cent of their product, now stood to benefit enormously. But it was
also too simple by half. Even if lords had been content to see labour services
and dues commuted into cash rents, a flat rate of 174 per cent seldom
accurately reflected their value, nor would the sums involved have enabled
them to hire the labour force they had lost at market rates. The compensation,
both arbitrary and inadequate, would rapidly have compelled lords to split
up domains no longer economically viable into small peasant tenures. This
was precisely what Joseph wanted, but it would have been a social and
economic revolution of the first magnitude. The unprecedented ferocity of
protest forced Joseph to postpone the end of robot by a year. This did little to
improve matters and chaos was avoided only by Joseph’s death in the spring of
1790 when the new law had been in operation only a matter of months.
By then most of Joseph’s other reforms had already been abandoned in the
face of noble hostility. His successor Leopold II now withdrew the ‘physio-
cratic urbarium’ and robot continued after all as the basis of the empire’s
economy.

Yet Joseph had achieved something. Leopold refused to withdraw any
of the reforms introduced before 1785, even in Hungary. Personal serfdom
had gone forever, and the state continued to guarantee the peasant a mini-
mum of judicial protection. These measures also inspired other German states,
such as Baden in 1783, or Mainz in 1787, to abolish serfdom. The debate on
Joseph’s policies forced even the most intransigent opponents of reform to
re-examine their position. The result was that the 1790s saw, as well as wide-
spread reaction, an actual increase in the (admittedly small) number of
voluntary commutations of robot. The most eloquent tribute came from
the way the peasants themselves revered Joseph’s memory for years after-
wards. ‘We stand by all the regulations of our Emperor and King, Joseph II’,
declared a Hungarian peasant petition of 1790, ‘we shall not let one jot of
them be abolished, for all of them are as sacred, just and beneficient as if
God Himself had suggested them to him...Let us then honour him by
raising a marble column in each of the fifty-two counties of the country for
the well-earned glory of his memory.’s

* ‘The Peasants’ Declaration’, in B.K. Kiraly, Hungary in the late Eighteenth Century

(1969), 248-9.
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Peasant tenures in the West

The work of reformers such as Joseph II was popular among serfs, not least
because it confirmed their widespread and deeply held belief that they were
the true owners of the land. At law however, serfs held land, but never
owned it. So true peasant proprietors were usually found only in the west.
Even there, the proportion of land in peasant hands was seldom impressive;
and the small size of peasant plots meant that they wielded far less economic
power than their numbers might seem to warrant.

Peasant property was at its most extensive in France, where it probably
declined over our period from something approaching 40 per cent to some-
thing nearer 30 per cent. Swedish peasants owned 31-5 per cent in 1700,
but by contrast had increased their share to 52:6 per cent in 1815. In Spain
the proportion was much less—about 22 per cent in 1797—and that was
concentrated in the northern provinces. Around the same time small owner
occupiers accounted for about 20 per cent of the cultivated acreage of
England, a slight rise on preceding decades, but almost certainly less than a
century earlier. In Ireland the confiscations of the 1690s completed the
destruction of the Catholic landowning peasantry, peasant proprietors were as
scarce there as east of the Elbe, and the brutality and arbitrariness of the
confiscations had created similar traditions of peasant ownership. ‘Families
were so numerous, and so united in clans’, Young noted in 1778, ‘that the
heir of an estate was always known; and it is a fact that in most parts of the
kingdom the descendants of the old landowners regularly transmit by testa-
mentary deed the memorial of their rights to those estates which once
belonged to their families.’®

The basic fact about peasant property was its almost universal decline,
which every circumstance, whether general or local, seemed to promote.
Peasant property, small by definition, was unable to produce as economically
as the larger units of the nobility or the church. In times of rising food
prices, such as the later eighteenth century, peasant proprietors might indeed
hold their own; but between 1660 and about 1750 agricultural profits were
low or stagnant. Many English peasant proprietors were forced to sell out.
The slight (and temporary) revival in their numbers towards 1800 reflected
the farming boom which accompanied the French wars. Outside the British
Isles and Catalonia, moreover, the disadvantages of small properties were
accentuated by the division of inheritances. Entails, which enabled nobles to
circumvent normal laws of inheritance, were far too complex and expensive
for most peasants; and so each generation saw plots, already small, subdivided
yet further into even less economic units. The exceptional case of Sweden,
where the proportion ofland in peasant hands grew, is explained by a deliberate
royal policy of converting due-paying tenants into tax-paying freeholders,
and by the absence of entails.

A further pressure on the peasant proprietor was the weight of seignorial

® Arthur Young, A Tour in Ireland with general observations on the present state
of that kingdom made in the years 1776, 1777 and 1778, ed. C. Maxwell (1925), 193—4.
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dues and obligations, the relics of an otherwise vanished serfdom. By 1660
‘feudal’ tenures had largely disappeared in the British Isles, and the Swedish
proprietor was free of them by definition. In Italy, Spain, and France, on the
other hand, overlords still enjoyed a great diversity of rights. The forced
labour basic to serfdom had largely died out, although some French and
west-German overlords could still exact several days a year; but dues in cash
or kind were common, and so were manorial monopolies, private jurisdictions,
and hunting rights. Such things are, as Joseph II found, hard to quantify, and
even calculable dues differed so widely from place to place that any generali-
zation can only be approximate. In France, however, dues can seldom have
amounted to less than a tenth of a peasant’s gross revenues, a proportion
which, in years of bad harvests, might increase to as much as a quarter. For
this outlay the peasant, unlike a serf, received nothing in return.

Since it was generally easier for a peasant to lease land than to own it,
many small proprietors supplemented holdings they owned by leasing further
plots. Still more rented all they had, and so long as prices were relatively
stagnant, long leases on very favourable terms were common. In return for
dues in kind, rather than cash rents, Swedish tenants enjoyed almost perpetual
rights to their holdings: it was in recognition of this that the crown in the
early eighteenth century began to allow its tenants to redeem their dues. In
southern Italy and Sicily long, and even perpetual, leases of small plots were
often granted to peasants at fixed cash rents; and when in the 1690s a
Protestant Irish parliament prohibited Catholics from taking leases longer
than thirty-one years, its intention was penal, which shows how long a normal
lease was expected to be. When prices began to rise, however, long agreements
at fixed rentals appeared increasingly uneconomic. Between 1770 and 1789
redemption of dues in kind was suspended in Sweden and only resumed for
political reasons. In Sicily in 1752 landlords were allowed to cancel per-
petual leases unilaterally and profited from this to dispossess small tenants,
consolidate their plots into larger holdings, and lease them over short periods
of three to six years to profiteering stewards.” Even in Ireland thirty-one
years began to seem generous, and landlords scught both to shorten the term
of new leases and to grant them to outsiders who could outbid local peasants.
Sicilian peasants often reacted to dispossession by becoming brigands and
bandits; and in Ireland, where the peasantry acknowledged no moral right
in the landlords in any case, agrarian terrorists persecuted new tenants. In
Ulster competition for leases was exacerbated by religious differences, and
by the early 1790s land hunger among the peasantry and rapacity among
landlords had reduced much of rural Ulster to a state of civil war between
Protestant and Catholic peasants banded into rival secret societies.

The economic pressures affecting conditions of tenure were similar every-
where, but the results were as diverse as local circumstances. The rise in
prices from the mid-eighteenth century led Spanish landlords to press for a
freedom with leaseholders similar to that their Sicilian counterparts had

7 For the consequences of this, see above, pp. 18—19.
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received in 1752; but in 1763 the council of Castile, dominated by ministers
who believed in peasant property, refused to allow unilateral cancellation.
Holders of long leases in Galicia and part of Asturias, however, responded
to this victory by subletting their tenures for higher rents than they them-
selves paid, and this, combined with partible inheritance, led to an intensive
subdivision of the soil and a top-heavy rent-structure which made agriculture
totally uneconomic and confounded well-intentioned theorists. By contrast,
the perpetual leases of Catalonia were protected by a form of primogeniture,
but, obsessed by the evil of the great entailed estates of Castile and Estrema-
dura, reforming Spanish ministers often failed to realize that security of
tenure benefited peasant agriculture little without integrity of inheritance.

The commonest form of lease in France, as well as in northern Italy and
parts of Spain, was share-cropping. In principle, the lessor provided the land,
the equipment, stock, and seed, and the lessee the labour; both profits and
losses were shared. In practice there were endless variations, almost all un-
favourable to the tenant. In many places the lord took more than a half of
the product; in others he did not provide most of the stock or seed; some-
times the sharecropper bore all the cost of seignorial dues, and in northern
France he always paid his landlord’s taxes. Contracts were usually informal
or verbal, which left the precise terms of a lease uncomfortably vague. The
object of sharecropping was clear—to maximize returns from a peasantry too
poor to afford cash rents, for a minimum initial outlay. Despite its inefficiency,
this system was fostered by rising prices, because its returns came in kind
which a lessor could then sell for a market price. And in good years the share-
cropper might subsist adequately too. In bad years however his obligations
overwhelmed him, and in the later seventeenth century as many as 60 per
cent of sharecropping leases fell in before their term in some provinces. Then
the unfortunate tenant would forfeit whatever stock and equipment he might
own to the lessor. It is true that a quarter of all leased land in France was let
out for a simple cash sum, but it was often sublet in its turn to sharecroppers.
French leases seldom exceeded nine years and rents were almost always
raised on expiry. The turnover rate of tenants was, therefore, staggering,
and the lives of peasants who hoped to live by renting were insecure in
the extreme.

In the late eighteenth century population growth increased the iand-hunger
of peasants, which placed landlords in a very favourable position. Demand
for leases was also swelled by the growing number of unviable plots of peasant
property resulting from larger surviving families. The inevitable result was to
swell the ranks of the most numerous peasant group, the landless labourers.
The latifundia of central and southern Spain had long been worked by
miserable day labourers, and the spread of such estates in southern Italy
created its own landless work force. In England the proportion of landless
labourers almost doubled between 1690 and 1830. This was once thought
to result from enclosures and the overwhelming costs which they imposed
upon small proprietors. Undoubtedly some of the latter did disappear for
this reason; but England was already a land of large estates and substantial
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leasehold farms, as well as primogeniture which penalized younger sons
before the population acceleration began. Enclosure not only did not create
the problem; it positively helped to alleviate it by boosting the demand for
day labour on enclosed farms when the supply was growing fastest.®

To contemporary economists, however, a profusion of landless labourers
seemed the worst of evils. The object of economic policy was to increase
tax-revenue. To do this, taxable wealth had to increase, and the only easily
taxed source of wealth, as well as the most extensive, was land. Over-large
estates tended, they believed, to be neglected, their productive potential not
fully realized. The ideal was a land of peasant proprietors or at least secure
tenants. ‘Enforced poverty’, wrote Quesnay, the most prominent of the
physiocrats, ‘is not the way to render the peasant industrious: it is only a
guarantee of the ownership and enjoyment of their gains which can put heart
into them and make them diligent. . .It is the wealth of the inhabitants of the
countryside which gives birth to the wealth of the nation. . POOR PEASANTS,
POOR KINGDOM.”? ‘The whole secret’, wrote Olavide, a Spanish admini-
strator and convert to French ideas, in 1768, ‘consists in giving them, thanks
to a long lease, or by alienation, the property of a small morsel of land on
which to live with their family and their cattle. They will then be happy
proprietors and their great number will ensure the abundance, the prosperity,
and the wealth of the state.’'® Much the same arguments that condemned
serfdom in the east condemned large estates and ‘feudal’ dues in the west.

Yet despite the talk of physiocrats, of Neapolitan intellectuals, and of the
members of the Spanish economic societies known as the ‘Friends of the
Countryside’, no serious steps were taken anywhere to break up latifundia.
When Boncerf attacked ‘feudal’ dues in 1776, his book was burned by order
of the French courts and his arguments fell on deaf ears. Only in Savoy was
the buying out of seignorial rights authorized (1771). In the preceding
decade indeed, reformers had gained a commanding voice in the Spanish
government, but many of their policies had ambiguous results. The coloni-
zation of the Sierra Morena with German smallholders, begun in 1767 and
enthusiastically supported while Olavide, its originator, was governor, lan-
guished after he was indicted by the Inquisition in 1773. An English traveller
noted that in the mid-1780s ‘these new settlements swarm with half-naked
beggars.’'! The only area in which any states operated a sustained agrarian
policy was that of common lands and rights.

Attacks on common rights by overlords and large proprietors were a
permanent feature of village life and a constant source of litigation. There

8 For a review of this question see J.D. Chambers and G.E. Mingay, The Agricultural
Revolution 1750—1880 (1966), 96—104.

° ‘General Maxims’, quoted in R.L. Meek, The Economics of Physiocracy (1962),
259.

' Quoted in M. Defourneaux, Pablo de Olavide ou I’Afrancesado (1725-1803)
(1959), 149.

"' J. Townsend, A Journey through Spain in the Years 1787 and 1788 ( 2nd edn.,
1792) ii. 292.
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was a tendency among lawyers to uphold the encroachers, but the wide-
spread survival of common rights showed that this tendency had by no means
triumphed. But from the mid-eighteenth century governments, paradoxically
in the hope of increasing peasant properties, lent the attack open support.
Between 1766 and 1768 a series of Spanish laws decreed the division of all
municipal ‘wastes’ and commons into plots for needy peasants, and in the
1780s the rights of the Mesta to keep huge stretches of central Spain as open
grazing were restricted. In 1789 the division of village commons in order
to redistribute them to the poor was also authorized in Sicily. But both
there and in Spain the beneficiaries of these measures lacked the capital to
manage their allotments successfully, and although the number of peasant
proprietors undoubtedly increased, most of the new private property was
ultimately sold to larger landowners. Throughout the 1760s in France the
secretary of state Bertin sponsored a whole series of local measures abolish-
ing common rights, such as gleaning and collective grazing, and issued another
series permitting enclosure and division of common lands. Bounties offered
to clearers of ‘waste’ land also encouraged infringement and contesting of
common rights. These reforms were piecemeal, however, and the opposition
aroused from village communities deterred the government from issuing
any general laws. When bad harvests in the early 1770s left subsequent
governments more aware of the dangers of over-hasty innovations, the impetus
to reform died down. Thus by 1789 there had still been no spectacular
decline in French commons. This contrasted with England, where eighteenth-
century enclosurgs brought a massive extension of cultivated area, mainly
at the expense of commons and heaths. Almost 3,000,000 acres were enclosed
by act of parliament alone over the eighteenth century, about a third of
them common land or waste!? and all without any interference at all from
the government, which until 1793 professed no overt interest in agrarian
questions. In a land dominated by large proprietors the English village com-
munity had nothing like the corporate strength of the French, so resistance
was relatively weak. In any case most English peasants enjoyed no common
rights, although many usurped them. Only those who could prove rights
received plots in compensation, but most of them could no more find the
capital to fence and stock their allotments than Spaniards or Sicilians. Con-
sequently they sold out to richer neighbours; and the elimination of commons,
in the one country where it was widespread, helped to concentrate land in
fewer hands rather than spread it out among more.

Public Burdens
The difficulties of peasant life were compounded by obligations to the state,
many of which became more onerous between 1660 and “1800. They fell
into three broad categories: tithes, taxes, and military service.
Tithes were destined for the upkeep of parish clergy and were levied
12 See W.E. Tate, The English Village Community and the Enclosure Movements

(1967), 87-8, where statistics are given which he considers an underestimate, and
which in any case exclude enclosure by private agreement.
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everywhere except in Russia. In principle they amounted to a tenth of the
fruits of the soil, payable in kind. In practice perhaps a majority of tithes had
by this time been commuted into cash payments, which meant that as a
burden they began to diminish after about 1750. Equally, however, those
still levied in kind became more burdensome. It is true that the amount
actually levied seldom amounted to a tenth;in France, for instance, it averaged
about 8 per cent, in Italy far less. Nevertheless it still often represented a
substantial proportion of a peasant’s product, and few public burdens moved
him to more resentment, evasion, and litigation. Most resented of all were
abuses by which many tithes failed to reach parish priests at all. In England
many went to lay impropriators, who employed vicars at stipends of only a
fraction of tithe yield. In Catholic countries monasteries followed similar
practices. The absentee Anglican parsons of Ireland employed profiteering
‘proctors’ to levy their tithes from a Catholic population which was already
maintaining its own clandestine clergy. It was against the rapacity of these
proctors that the Whiteboys, the nocturnal terrorists of the 1760s, largely
directed their attacks.

Similar inequalities pervaded taxation. Great Britain was the only state
in which there were no privileged groups enjoying a lighter tax burden or
partial or even total tax exemption. The land tax, introduced in 1693 and the
basic British tax for almost a century, exempted the landless and those whose
property was worth less than £20 a year. Taxation affected most English
peasants only when landlords passed on their own burden in the form of
higher rents or through the price of goods subject to excise. In Sweden only
freeholders paid direct taxes; but tenants of either crown or nobility paid
equivalent sums in dues. Elsewhere, the peasant alone bore the full weight of
taxes; he alone was not entitled to any alleviations or exemptions. Every new
privilege indirectly increased his burden, since most taxes, assessed by govern-
ments according to their own needs rather than the taxpayers’ capacities,
gave rise to fixed quotas. Towns, always more complex to tax than the
countryside, could often ‘buy off’ governments with lump sums, throwing
more of the burden of local quotas onto the countryside. Individual towns-
men often used their privileged status to protect their rural properties, with a
consequent increase in the burden on the other inhabitants. But even without
the complications of privilege, the arbitrary assessment of quotas, which
communities or parishes were left to make up as best they could, led to
endless friction between peasants over their relative obligations. Russian
communities could redistribute the holdings of their inhabitants in order to
preserve the principle of viable tax units, but in the west where private
property was so well established, poor owners had to manage as best they
could. Nor did revenue officers normally take account of hardship in times
of natural disaster. ‘For a long time,” complained a south-western French
village in 1789," ‘the tax assessment on men has always fallen independently
of the yield of the land. Pay and Die! says the collector to the people who

138’39Qu0ted in P. Goubert and S. Denis, 1789: Les Francais ont la parole (1964),
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have seen their vines frozen or their harvest hailed upon.” Without powerful
friends, peasants found it almost impossible to appeal successfully against
their assessments. In eastern Europe, where lords bore the responsibility of
collecting and transmitting their serfs’ tax revenue to the government, it was
out of the question, and lords had a free hand. In Austria they were known to
charge their peasants interest on tax arrears, which they themselves pocketed.
On the other hand, lords who levied taxes had an interest in keeping their
general level low in order to protect their own dues. Western officials and tax-
farmers had no such incentives; their interest lay in pushing collection to the
utmost limits of rigour so as to increase their own fees and profits. Con-
sequently whereas peasant unrest in the east tended to be directed mainly
against seignorial dues, in the west the grievance was equally often taxation.

Most hated of all, perhaps because it was the most difficult to evade, was
indirect taxation. Most of the revenue of Spain and Naples came from sales
taxes. The relative depopulation of Castile was often blamed upon the ten-
dency of peasants to migrate to Spain’s less heavily taxed peripheral provinces.
But even there they could not escape the high prices of the state monopolies,
such as tobacco and salt. France and Prussia also had tobacco monopolies,
and salt was a state monopoly almost everywhere. Even in England, where the
market was free, it bore a high level of duty. The notorious French gabelle
was at once the most efficient and the most hated salt tax of all, for under it
each subject was compelled to buy a fixed annual minimum irrespective of his
needs. The exemption of most of the rich and the lighter load borne by
certain western provinces only increased the bitter resentment felt by those
subjected to its full weight.

There is no doubt that in most countries the nominal tax burden rose over
this period. The difficulty is to decide how far, if at all, the true burden on
the peasant increased. Unfortunately it is seldom possible accurately to assess
the weight of taxation at a given moment, let alone over a long period. Joseph
II's ‘physiocratic urbarium’ fixed 123 per cent as a reasonable proportion of a
peasant’s income for the state to take in 1789; but around the same time a
Hungarian economist estimated that the average peasant in his country was
paying between 16 and 17 per cent. In mid-eighteenth century Spain basic
sales taxes alone took 14 per cent of the value of each transaction. With the
addition of other charges such as duties on basic food stuffs like meat, wine,
and sugar, the total loss to the peasant’s gross income can hardly have been
less than 10 per cent. Taxes in France around 1700 may have taken anything
between 5 and 10 per cent, with the two-twentieths imposed between 1749
and 1756 doubling the demand; though in subsequent decades, when assess-
ments were not revised, rising prices made this less steep than it appeared.
Peter I's reform of Russian tax assessments in 1724, by which a tax on amor-
phous ‘households’ was replaced by a universal poll-tax on all non-nobles,
entailed perhaps the most massive increase in tax-demand witnessed anywhere
during this period. Between 1724 and 1769 the tax burden of the average
male Russian taxpayer rose by 181 per cent. In short, although the real rise
in taxation was not as great, thanks to inflation, as the nominal one, areas in
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which peasants paid less in 1800 than in 1660 were extremely rare.

Not all public burdens were payable in cash or kind. States, like lords,
also exacted labour services for public works—notably roadbuilding. Through-
out Europe the parishes or communities through which roads passed were
responsible for their maintenance; this normally involved labour by the
parishioners themselves—one more burden escaped by townsmen. All English
householders were obliged to spend six days a year, providing their own
equipment, on road repairs. This did not necessarily guarantee good roads.
‘Teams and labourers coming out for statute work’, noted the Gentleman’s
Magazine in 1767, ‘are generally idle, careless, and under no commands . . .
They make holiday of it, lounge about, and trifle away their time . . . in short,
statute work will never mend the roads effectually.’** In northern Ireland
an attempt in the 1760s to introduce forced labour on the roads was success-
fully opposed by terror gangs calling themselves ‘Hearts of Oak’. To judge
from the atrocious state of continental roads, the difficulties were universal.
The great exception was France, where a network of first-class roads was
largely maintained by forced labour, the famous corvée. Practically unknown
under Louis XIV, the system spread rapidly under his successor, and was
regularized nationally by a set of rules issued in 1738. Even then, its weight
varied between twelve and thirty days a year, and some provinces never
adopted it. The sole common feature in all provinces was the exemption
enjoyed by nobles, ecclesiastics, and practically everybody of wealth or
influence. The relative efficiency of the corvée sprang from its supervision
by the local officers of a royal Board of Bridges and Roads; but still com-
plaints about the quality of work were constant, and in the 1760s several
intendants began to commute services into money payments. In 1776 Turgot
attempted to abolish the corvée and replace it with a tax. But when he fell
this law was reversed, only to be renewed in 1786 after another decade of
progressive local commutation. During all this time the issue was the subject
of a fierce public debate. To the contention that corvée made inferior roads
with twice the effort of contract labour, physiocrats and their sympathizers
added the argument that days lost in forced labour were days lost to agricul-
ture. Opponents of these views were often more against replacing the corvée
with a new tax, than positively for the existing system. But neither side
consulted the peasants who actually bore the burden. Reformers took it for
granted that they opposed it, but if the choice lay between a few days’
desultory annual labour and payment of yet another levy on top of dues,
tithes, and taxes, many peasants preferred to labour and save their money.

The most onerous labour service of all was perhaps conscription into the
armed forces. And if, with the exception of France, forced-labour services
showed no sign of becoming more rigorous, conscription certainly did. In
Prussia, the military state par excellence, everybody was theoretically liable
to military service from 1713. In 1732—3 the country was divided into
cantons, each of which had to make up the numbers of a given military unit

% Quoted in S. and B. Webb, English Local Government. Vol. 5, The Story of the
King’s Highway (1913), 30.
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where volunteers were lacking. In peacetime conscription involved only two
months’ spring training a year, but since townsmen and workers in most
industries were exempt, the burden was borne almost entirely by the peasantry.
The Russian system was even more harsh and arbitrary. Recruits served for
life and might never return home. From the 1700s every able-bodied male
between twenty and thirty-five was liable to conscription whenever the
government needed troops. There were ninety-four such occasions between
1724 and 1830, on each of which every village was called upon to provide
between 1 and 3 per cent of its eligible population. And although it was
possible to buy and equip substitutes, the cost still fell on the village com-
munity. From 1724 Russian nobles were responsible for enforcing this system
on their serfs, giving added force to their already huge powers. In 1733
Danish nobles were endowed with similar powers in recruiting, which they
used to tie their peasants to the soil in a form of serfdom. Compared to this,
the burden of military service in the west seemed light; conscription was
confined to the recruitment of militias, essentially part-time forces for
emergencies. Only the French militia, created in 1688, was a full-scale reserve
army recruited by lot among able-bodied unmarried men between sixteen and
forty. Those chosen served for six years. In peacetime this might only mean a
few weeks’ training a year, but in war it could lead to active service far from
home. As usual, the rich, including richer peasants, enjoyed exemption,
and the burden fell on those least capable of bearing it. Peasants went to
extravagant lengths to avoid the draw, including flight and even self-mutilation.
For this capricious, uncertain, and arbitrary obligation came on top of
burdens that were already, in bad times, near to overwhelming. The most
eloquent expression of the peasant plight remains perhaps the much quoted
complaint of the French peasant woman who told Young in 1789 that:

Her husband had a morsel of land, one cow, and a poor little horse, yet
they had 42 lbs of wheat and three chickens to pay as a quit rent to one
seigneur, and 168 lbs of oats, one chicken and one sou, to pay to another,
besides very heavy tailles and other taxes. She had 7 children, and the cow’s
milk helped to make the soup. It was to be hoped, she said, that there would
be some alleviation soon, for taxes and dues are crushing us.”*®

Peasant Life

Among the peasantry, far more than among town dwellers, the family was a
basic_economic unit. All its members, even young children, were expected
to contribute to the common upkeep by their labour, even if only by gleaning,
gathering berries, watching livestock, or begging in the streets. Wives were
accustomed to the heaviest manual work, which inevitably took its toll; the
peasant woman who complained so eloquently to Young in 1789, though she
had had seven children and looked sixty or seventy, was only twenty-eight.
Children might increase a family’s difficulties. ‘Landless labourers’, wrote a
Norman parish priest in 1774, ‘get married, bring up a first child, have a great
deal of difficulty in bringing up a second, and if there is a third, their work

'S Young, Travels, 173.
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is no longer enough to pay for food and other expenses.’'® Landed peasants,
on the other hand, often had large families in the hope of strong sons to help
cultivate their plots; in some areas killing or abandonment of female children
was a well-established practice. Yet large families usually created more prob-
lems than they solved in terms of maintenance—particularly when the head of
the family died and the property was shared out. The larger the family, the
smaller and less economic the inheritances. It seems clear that the fall in
infant mortality that began in the eighteenth century was accompanied by
increasing attempts at contraception in order to keep families down. But
the methods used were sporadic, crude, and, on the general level, largely
ineffective. This is why the problem of the poor grew so much more acute
and visible towards the end of this period; more peasant children were not
being born, but more survived, despite the unhygienic conditions under
which most peasant families lived: in winter they took their animals into
their houses for warmth, with all living creatures huddled together around
the common fire or stove in horrifying squalor. “Fhe house of an Irish peasant’,
observed the philosopher Berkeley,!” ‘is the cave of poverty; within, you
see a pot and a little straw; without, a heap of children tumbling on a dung
hill.” The same could have been said of much peasant housing throughout
Europe.

Not all peasants lived in squalor on the borders of subsistence, however.
There was a well-established economic hierarchy within each community,
in which two basic divisions eclipsed all others: one was between those with
land (either owned or leased) and those without; the other, and arguably
the more important, was between those who had enough land to survive
natural calamities, and those who had not. By far the smallest group con-
sisted of those with enough land, a highly favoured minority. In the area
around Beauvais in northern France, for example, 80 per cent of the land-
owning peasantry in the 1670s owned less than 25 acres, when in contem-
porary conditions 65 acres was essential to assure economic survival in a bad
year, and 30 in a good one. Less than 10 per cent of the peasantry—a com-
fortable élite— had over 65 acres. They intermarried among themselves,
mingled with the local nobility, and lent money to their less fortunate fellows.
Few areas have benefited from such close and systematic study as the Beau-
vaisis,'® and regions differed enormously one from another; nevertheless the
same general pattern seems to have been widespread. As far away as Hungary,
half a serf’s lot was theoretically enough to sustain a family, being between
24 and 54 acres according to area. But by the end of the eighteenth century
only a minority of peasants held much more than quarter lots and only they

'® Quoted in A. Davies, ‘The origins of the French peasant revolution of 1789’,
History (1964), 28.

'7 A Word to the Wise, or an exhortation to the Roman Catholic Clergy of Ireland
(1749) in The Works of George Berkeley, vi. (1953, ed. T.E. Jessop), 236.

'® The fundamental work is P. Goubert, Beauvais et le Beauvaisis de 1600 a 1730
(2 vols., 1960), one of the most influential works of history to appear since 1945. For
a summary of Goubert’s main conclusions on the peasantry, see his ‘The French peasantry
of the 17th century; a regional example’, Past and Present 10 (1956).



The Ruled: The Country 113

avoided a regular agricultural deficit estimated at an average of 25 per cent.
In other words, the great majority of peasants with land did not have enough
to assure self-sufficiency. It was an ideal towards which most aspired, but
few attained. Meanwhile peasant plots lay at the complete mercy of the
weather; rents, dues, tithes, and taxes imposed a steady burden on an agri-
cultural yield which was unsteady in the extreme. The basic fact about
peasant life was therefore its precariousness; the majority were unable to
subsist on agriculture alone.

Still, there were many ways of supplementing earnings. The most obvious
was to take another job, or to let wives or children do so. The vast majority
of peasants had some such supplementary source of income. Most industry
was organized on a ‘domestic’ basis, by urban contractors who farmed out
work among the peasants of the surrounding countryside. Most lace was
made in the home by peasants’ wives. Most carding, spinning, and weaving
was done in villages surrounding textile towns. The low prices and high
labour costs of the later seventeenth century reinforced this pattern at the
expense of urban manufacture, for peasants, with other sources of income
and no guild organization, could be paid less than full-time urban artisans.
Thus the deep hostility of the town dweller towards the countryman was
aggravated, to burst out in unsettled times. Even more important, dependence
(however partial) on income from manufacture placed the peasant at the
mercy of trade cycles and fluctuations in demand, as capricious in their
way as the harvests. In fact harvest failure and recession in demand for
textiles often struck together, limiting the insurance value of part-time weav-
ing. By 1800, moreover, the mechanization of spinning and weaving had
reversed previous trends. The most extensive of manufacturing industries
began to concentrate once more in towns, pricing peasant work out of the
market. So, at the very moment when land-hunger was at its height, a major
supplementary source of income was offering less and less relief.

Another possibility was to borrow. The countryside was full of lords,
lawyers, and even richer peasants who were prepared to lend cash or seed
to less fortunate neighbours, always on the security of property or anticipated
future revenues. Alternatively, apparently indulgent creditors allowed arrears
of rents, tithes, dues, or taxes. Yet if it continued over several years, this
process was usually fatal because peasants were never able to make enough
profit to pay off their mounting debts. A bad harvest spelled certain disaster,
for it left the peasant with no alternative but to default. His creditors would
then foreclose, seize his goods, and even confiscate his lands. Extending
credit to peasants who had no hope of repaying was an accepted way of
estate-building on the cheap, each run of bad harvests bringing a clear increase
in the holdings of large proprietors at the expense of their poorer neighbours
and debtors. The victims, if they were lucky, might simply find themselves
transmuted into tenants. But if they were already tenants, they joined the
ranks of the landless. When, in the unrest of the spring and early summer of
1789, French peasants burned down lords’ houses, it was to destroy their
records—not only of seignorial dues, but also of debts outstanding.
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Many peasants saw a way out of their difficulties in temporary or per-
manent migration. When seasonal demand for agricultural labour was slack
at home it was common to migrate to other areas where it was high. Moun-
tainous regions such as the Alps, the Pyrenees, or Wales, where agriculture
was poor and mainly pastoral, and winter work impossible, were famous for
the seasonal migrant labour they provided. So were areas where the land was
intensely subdivided and therefore particularly uneconomic, such as Galicia
or Ireland. Seasonal labourers often walked hundreds of miles in search of
work. In the poor villages of the Auvergne, one government official noted in
the 1770s, ‘The land does not return to the cultivator the fruits of his labour;
the subsistence of half the inhabitants depends on the emigration of the other
half.’'® Accordingly they migrated in their hundreds for the vintage in
Catalonia, and even paid their taxes in Spanish money. Every summer the
building sites of Paris were flooded with masons from the Limousin; the hay
and cornfields of south-eastern England were harvested by seasonal workers
from Ireland or Wales. Or families might send away certain of their members
for years on end, in the hope of receiving regular extra income from their
remittances. These migrants made chiefly for the towns, where most of them
became unskilled labourers or domestic servants. Galician waiters and water-
carriers were stock characters in Spanish literature, while in Paris ‘Savoyard’
became a synonym for an uncouth servant, and ‘Swiss’ for a porter. The
immense growth of towns like London, Bordeaux, or Lyons in the later
eighteenth century is mainly accounted for by peasant immigration rather
than natural increase. Finally, an able-bodied peasant might enlist, returning
home after many years with the colours. The Swedish, Dutch, French, and
Spanish armies all had regiments of Scotsmen or Irishmen, or both; the pope
and the king of France had regiments of Swiss bodyguards. On the other
hand flight from militia service may have accounted for quite as many depar-
tures as enlistment.

Sometimes whole families would migrate. Huge stretches of virtually
empty territory offered a tempting prospect, either in America or in eastern
Europe. Between 90,000 and 110,000 peasants left Ulster for America
between 1720 and 1775, driven out by rising rents, uncertain harvests, and
wild fluctuations in the linen market. Frederick II offered elaborate privi-
leges, exemptions, and premiums to immigrants, particularly after 1763, and
between 300,000 and 350,000 arrived during his reign. The most numerous
influxes, like the 40,000 or so who arrived from Saxony and Bohemia in the
early 1770s, represented peasant refugees from harvest failures and rural
upheavals. Others went to Russia, where under Catherine II about 75,000
colonists, mostly Germans, were settled in unoccupied territory.

There were other expedients short of total emigration. Crime offered
many opportunities when policing was sporadic, and when many crimes at
law were not popularly recognized. Tax-evasion was a major industry, in

'* Quoted in J.-P. Poussou, ‘Les Mouvements migratoires en France et 4 partir de la
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which peasants would go to elaborate lengths to appear poorer than they
were in order to be under-assessed. Smuggling, very profitable in an age of
heavy excises, was another, not only in frontier regions and along coasts,
but also between provinces and in and out of towns. In the highlands of
Scotland before 1745, where cattle were of more value than money, clan
chiefs locked in bitter local rivalries actively encouraged rustling from other
clans by their peasants; but such solidarity between landlord and tenant was
exceptional. More typical was the situation in England and Ireland, where
peasants risked the savage penalties of game laws which confined hunting,
trapping, and shooting to those who owned or leased substantial estates, in
order to exercise what they regarded as their natural right to poach. In moun-
tainous regions banditry was a way of life, with peasants giving tacit support
to outlaws who preyed on landlords or their agents. It was a point of honour
never to betray them. Their exploits were celebrated in songs and folk-tales,
for they sprang from the peasantry themselves and, unfettered by the obli-
gations of family and property, seemed enviably free of the pressures which
constrained most rural life.

When all expedients failed, however, and the harvest was poor or creditors
foreclosed, the peasant joined the ranks of the rural landless. Their lot was
either to find paid daily work or to become beggars. The proportion of the
landless varied greatly. In England in 1690 they outnumbered the landed by
two to one, a proportion which grew somewhat over the subsequent century.
Nowhere else, except perhaps in southern Italy and in southern Spain, were
the landless in so clear a majority. In France in 1789 perhaps 40 per cent of
the peasantry, some 8,000,000, had no land, or none beyond a mere cottage.
Between a quarter and a third of the rural population of Sweden in 1760
was in a similar position. In Spain numbers were fairly evenly balanced, but
the distribution was extremely uneven; northern provinces had as few as
25 per cent without land whereas in the south and in the centre the propor-
tion approached or even surpassed English levels. East of the Elbe, by con-
trast, the landless labourer was seldom in a majority. In Hungary in 1767
landed serfs outnumbered cottagers and the landless by over two to one. In
Russia, most striking of all, the practice of periodic redistribution of land by
each community for taxation purposes meant that totally landless peasants
were very rare indeed.

However precarious the lives of most landed peasants, those of the landless
were worse. They had nothing but their own labour to depend upon, and no
way of diversifying their resources. Those with a skill, like vineyard workers,
at least had some work of some regularity, for all the best vines were worked
by day labour. But such skilled labourers were always a minority. It is true
that in the earlier part of this period there was a relative shortage even of
unskilled labour, so that wages sustained a high real level. From the 1730s
however, the rise in prices and the acceleration of population growth began
inexorably to depress the position of wage earners; naturally peasants who
were totally dependent on wages were hardest hit. By the 1770s the market
for agricultural day labour was over-supplied, with real wages generally on
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the decline. The effect was to promote migration into towns and areas of high
labour demand, but even they could not absorb the whole surplus. The result
was a steady and spectacular expansion in the number of paupers and the
level of rural unemployment. In the social hierarchy of the countryside, the
line which divided landless labourers from beggars, vagrants, and vagabonds
became increasingly hard to draw.

All these categories expanded enormously. In 1790 the indigent population
of the French countryside was estimated at between 5 and 10 per cent, but
modern estimates place it at over 30. In 1787 nearly 5 per cent of the popu-
lation of the Palatinate were described as beggars. Almost a century before
that over 10 per cent of the English population were receiving poor relief,
and if the trebling of the poor rates between 1680 and 1780 is any guide, the
number must have grown considerably. In Catholic countries, where begging
friars were an everyday sight, there was no shame attached to mendicancy,
and ecclesiastical almsgiving was a major source of poor relief. In most
Protestant countries this tradition had died, but in some, parishes were
empowered to levy rates on all their landed inhabitants for the relief of the
poor. Apart from Denmark, however, poor relief was not centrally co-ordinated.
Its workings were capricious; its whole spirit seemed calculated to keep
available help down to a minimum. In Brandenburg and England, for example,
the basic principle of the system was that each parish should be required to
care only for its own poor. Consequently, the notorious English Settlements
Act of 1662 stipulated that anybody arriving in a parish who seemed likely
to become a charge on its poor rates, might be transported back to the parish
of his or. her origin at that parish’s expense. A Prussian law of 1696 enacting
similar principles and a Spanish one of 1778 both had little effect. In England
repatriating pauper immigrants became a major parish activity and a source
of endless quarrels and litigation between village communities. From 1697 no
English pauper was legally entitled to travel without a pass from his native
parish stating his destination, on pain of being whipped as a vagrant. The
effect, if not the aim, was to prevent the poor from moving to where there
was work, and for this reason the settlement laws were increasingly con-
demned. That such laws fell far short of solving the problem of the wandering
poor is shown by the massive rural immigration which sustained the growth
of towns, and the constant fear of vagrants, vagabonds, ‘sturdy beggars’, and
‘brigands’ which haunted the lives of more sedentary peasants.

For vagrants, the ‘floating population’ of the countryside, had nothing to
lose, no roots, and no loyalties. The bandit heroes who passed into folklore
shared the same enemies as the peasantry from which they sprang, operated
within a clearly defined territory, and observed certain crude rules. Vagrants
observed none. They were notorious for the careless way in which they
started fires, especially in northern Europe where most rural buildings were
made of wood. They were also feared, with good reason, as carriers of disease;
and the eagerness of parish officers to push infected beggars on, often with
bribes, to other parishes, only enhanced this reputation. Above all they were
feared as criminals, who robbed and terrorized without compunction. ‘One
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cannot help oneself in the country as in the town,” complained a Pomeranian
magistrate whose house had been sacked by vagabonds in 1786.2° ‘There are
no prisons here and the peasants allow travellers (wWhom they ought to keep
watch on) to pass through out of fear.” And this well-founded suspicion and
fear in its turn bred a limitless credulity. Rumours about bands of brigands
or marauders spread rapidly, especially at times of great psychological tension,
such as the weeks before harvests. Wherever they penetrated they caused
panic. The most famous of such panics was the ‘great fear’ which swept
through much of rural France in July 1789, which led to chateau-burning,
intimidation of strangers, and even the lynching of unpopular landlords.

What made this panic more intense and more wide-spread than usual was
the way peasants’ hopes of reform had been raised during the electioneering
of the previous spring. High hopes were to be expected after peasants had
been invited to state their grievances, for normally there were no such oppor-
tunities for complaint. In Ireland, Bohemia, Catalonia, and parts of Russia
and Poland lords often did not even speak the same language as their peasants.
The separate house of the legislature representing the peasants in Sweden
was quite exceptional. The rulers of society usually only took notice of the
harsh conditions of peasant life when open revolt forced them to do so.

Rural Unrest
Peasants did derive some protection from their communities. A basic insti-
tution of peasant life, the community was both a focus of loyalty and a
source of authority. It had legal obligations, such as the upkeep of the parish
church, public order, poor relief, and the apportionment of taxes. Equally,
however, the community enjoyed certain rights, notably over common
lands. In northern Spain and France these rights were so well established and
documented that communities did not hesitate to sue usurpers of them, even
encroaching landlords. These communities were better placed to defend
themselves than those of the British Isles, where large proprietors could
secure the enclosure of both private and common land, with no possibility
of appeal, by act of parliament. British landlords were known to transplant
whole villages in order to have uninterrupted views over their landscaped
parks. Similarly in Russia, despite powerful community traditions lords
might encroach on common rights without fear of complaint from inhabitants
—who were after all their property too. The effective power of communities
was everywhere strictly limited. They had no right to appoint their priests,
apportion their tithes, or assess their taxes. If they elected officers, the
latter had no way of imposing their authority and yet were answerable to
higher authorities for neglect of their duties. Election to such posts was
universally regarded as a personal calamity. Communities were at their most
effective in focusing loyalty and in organization not so much in normal
times, as when frustrated peasants took the law into their own hands.

The reluctance of most peasants to do this is striking. For all the weight

2% Quoted in H. Brunschwig, La Crise de l’état prussian, 130.
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and injustice of the burdens under which they laboured, by far the most
frequent cause of peasant unrest was the price of food. Since most of them
had insufficient land to sustain themselves, they sold all they grew and bought
their bread, so that they were no better off than the urban wage-earners who
suspected them so profoundly of hoarding and profiteering; in bad years
bread could absorb well over half the income of both. Peasants on the other
hand, as primary producers, could see the middleman’s profit; consequently
they were extremely sensitive to the fairness and justice of prices, not to
mention frauds or adulterations. Most rural disturbances were protests against
excessive prices or the poor quality of bread or flour. It is no coincidence that
they usually broke out in market places, on market days, where peasants
gathered in force, often excited with social drinking, united by common
interests and purposes, and able to exchange information. Thus fortified,
they could abuse, threaten, or attack millers or bakers for overcharging or
adulterating their wares. If they resisted, the crowd often took over their
stock and sold it at a ‘fairer’ price. Arguments about general price-levels
failed to impress them, for such rioters were uninterested in the world outside
their own neighbourhood, beyond preventing scarce supplies from going there.
From intimidation it was a short step to ransacking the houses and barns of
suspected hoarders and attacking, unloading, and selling any consignments
of grain found on local roads and bound elsewhere. In an excited atmosphere
rioters were always more than ready to believe the wildest rumours and always
assumed that shortages were artificially created; either the work of selfish
profiteers or of wicked ministers whom the king (pathetically believed to be
benevolent) would dismiss if only he knew what they were doing.

The ‘wicked ministers’ argument was lent strength after about 1760
by the triumph of doctrines of free trade in grain. The physiocrats and
their counterparts in Italy, Spain, and Great Britain, were united in arguing
that the market would be self-regulating and self-rationing if it were freed of
restrictions. A free market would mean high prices, but these in turn would
stimulate production and therefore in the long run increase supplies. Many
administrations were convinced; accordingly, export restrictions were removed
in France in 1764 and in Tuscany in 1765; internal controls were also removed
in France in 1763 and in Spain in 1765. The last remaining marketing regu-
lations in England, where export had been free since 1670, were repealed in
1772. These changes were not always final: in France, for instance, policy
fluctuated spectacularly with changing ministries. Unfortunately however,
the relaxation of controls often coincided with lean years, and advance
rumours promoted speculative hoarding. French rioters believed in a mini-
sterial plot or ‘famine pact’ to starve the poor by refusing to control excessive
prices. Similar charges were heard in Spain in 1766. Yet most high prices
owed little enough to government policies; those of 1709, 1740, 1756-7,
1772-3, and 1782 in England, or of 1660—-3, 1693—4, 1709, 1725, 1740,
1770, or 1775 in France, were the direct result of deficient harvests. They
produced general waves of rioting; and localized rioting, resulting from
local shortages, was even more frequent. In England alone 235 outbreaks
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have been noted between 1735 and 1800.2! But what characterized them all
was their transience. Food rioters seldom sought more than cheaper food,
and when they got it they were satisfied. If concessions were slow in coming,
more ominous talk was heard, but it was more often in terms of stringing up
local authorities rather than of overthrowing the whole social or political
order. And popular price-fixers were remarkably scrupulous in paying mer-
chants the proceeds of their forced sales; outright looting or plunder were
exceptional. Food riots, in short, offer no evidence of profound peasant
dissatisfaction with the established order—merely with those who were pre-
sumed to be perverting it for their own selfish ends.

Evidence of deeper discontent is offered by rural terrorism. Less frequent
than food rioting, it tended to be more persistent where it did occur. The
classic case was Ireland, where in the 1760s the Whiteboys began to resist
enclosure of commons by destroying fences and maiming cattle. Subsequently
they extended their activities to terrorizing tithe proctors, middlemen in
general, and takers of dear leases. The example spread, and for over ten years
much of rural Ireland was in the grip of elusive, nocturnal terrorists. Only
an emergency act, allowing landlords to take brutal and sweeping counter-
measures, restrained the epidemic, while the idea was certainly not killed.
Terrorism became the standard response to grievances among Irish peasants.
The so-called ‘Levellers’ revolt’ in south-west Scotland in 1724 was really an
outbreak of nocturnal marauding of this type, designed to deter landlords
from evicting tenants in order to enclose their arable plots for pasture. But
as soon as landlords began to temper their zeal for agricultural ‘improve-
ment’, unrest rapidly died out. This suggests that agrarian terrorism was
occasioned by very specific grievances and often grievances of abuse. Catholic
though they were, the Whiteboys did not oppose Anglican tithes as such—
merely excessive rigour in levying them. Here too there was little thought
of bringing about fundamental social changes. Broader objectives, hostile to
the whole social order, only seemed to emerge in the course of disturbances
which caught the authorities off guard, and so demonstrated that their
control was far less firm than it normally appeared.

Full-scale peasant wars or revolts, unlike mere riots or terrorism, tended
to be the product of a whole range of grievances, triggered off by crises which
added unbearable aggravations. The Germania in Valencia, for instance, the
only substantial Spanish revolt of this period, began as a refusal of seignorial
dues after years of concerted litigation and appeals to the crown had failed
to alleviate the burden. But what precipitated the revolt and sent 2,000 men
marching on Valencia before troops dispersed them, was the continent-
wide harvest failure of 1693. When Louis XIV introduced a whole series of
new indirect taxes in 1674, there were riots in the major cities of western
France from Bordeaux to Rennes, which inspired the peasantry of Brittany to
rise in revolt, for they had also heard rumours of an imposition of the hated

*' G. Rudé, The Crowd in History: a study of popular disturbances in France and
England 1730—-1848 (1964), 35.
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gabelle, from which the province was exempt. For almost two months in
1675, bands of peasants, often hundreds strong, roamed southern Brittany
sacking tax-offices, intimidating officials, but also attacking unpopular land-
lords and burning their castles. 6,000 troops were called in to contain the
outbreak, but before they reached full strength the rising had disintegrated
for lack of a concerted plan. its aims, however, went well beyond the with-
drawal of the stamped-paper duty. The peasants were as much against seig-
norial dues as against new taxes; they wanted a general alleviation of their
financial burdens. This aspiration reflected a particularly exacting local
seignorial regime, which had grown harsher in the 1670s as lords found
themselves pressed by falling rents and profits. At the same time Dutch
naval activity had damaged the cloth trade upon which many peasants depended
for supplementing their incomes; no less than twelve new taxes had been
imposed on them since 1664. The duty on stamped paper, and the rumours
of more, were simply the last straw.

The war of the Camisards in Languedoc between 1702 and 1705, un-
doubtedly ignited by persecution of the Protestant peasantry of the Cévennes,
was rooted in the grievance (shared with the Irish) of paying tithes to support
a clergy that was not their own. It also occurred at a time of profound
economic crisis, after a decade of disastrous harvests, falling agricultural
revenues, and rising taxation. The part played by such circumstances has
perhaps been underestimated: ‘Their capitation is as important as their
religion in their seditious enterprises,” noted alocal bishop in 1702.>? Religious
fervour, however, gave the rebels a strength and courage out of all propor-
tion to their 2,000 men. The rebellion took three years and an army of
30,000 troops to break, and a further six years of vigorous persecution to
mop up. Even then, despite the obliteration of hundreds of villages, Pro-
testantism was not extirpated among the Languedoc peasantry.

This was the last major peasant revolt in the west until the 1780s. Echoes
of the Germania re-emerged in Valencia during the Spanish Succession war,
but finally disappeared with the defeat of the Habsburgs, whom the peasants
supported against the Bourbons, favoured by their lords. The last English
peasant revolt was also triggered by political coincidence, when the rural
weavers of the west country, impoverished by a depression in the wool trade
and harassed by the intolerant policies of the established church, rallied in
1686 to the ill-fated attempt of the duke of Monmouth to supplant James 1.
There was nothing comparable for another 144 years in England, and in
France the next true uprising of peasants after the Camisards was in the chaos
of July 1789. The reasons for the disappearance of rebellion lay in rising
agricultural prosperity over the eighteenth century and the increasing rarity
of crisis years in which famine, plague, war, and heavier taxation struck
simultaneously, leaving the peasant with nothing to lose but his life. East of
the Elbe there was no such general improvement in conditions. Revolts there
were always more common than in the west and showed no sign of becoming

*? Quoted in E. Le Roy Ladurie, Les Paysans de Languedoc (1966), i. 627.
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less so. Some areas did escape major troubles, such as the Hohenzollern
domains; but over most of eastern Europe peasant revolts were endemic,
and on a bigger scale than in the west.

Bohemia, for example, saw a major rebellion in 1679 and an even larger
one in 1775. The former was led, in a year of plague, by richer peasants
complaining that lords were increasing their robot and imposing new fees and
dues at the same time. Taking refuge in Bohemia from the Viennese plague,
the emperor was able to observe the situation at first hand, and in 1680 he
imposed limits on robot. Yet ninety years later, despite two intervening
renewals, these restrictions remained largely inoperative. Meanwhile since
1748 there had been massive tax increases throughout the Habsburg empire,
of which Bohemia and Moravia bore a disproportionate 35 per cent; and
three successive harvest failures between 1769 and 1771 plunged the kingdom
into a chronic famine. Joseph II was so horrified by a visit in 1771 that he
began to press Bohemian lords to relieve the pressure on their peasants by
reducing robot demands. A patent on this subject was issued in 1774, which
aroused intense peasant expectations of improvements—a ‘great hope’ com-
parable to that which swept France in the spring of 1789. But the patent,
permissive rather than mandatory, was ignored and it was presumed (not
without some justice) that lords and their agents were obstructing the im-
perial will. Garbled rumours reaching Bohemia from the distant Steppes,
where Pugachev had rebelled two years before,”® encouraged direct action;
consequently the early months of 1775 brought revolts. By the spring much
of the kingdom was in the hands of peasant bands who burned castles,
intimidated stewards, and declared the abolition of robot. As in 1679, better-
off peasants, with most to lose from heavy burdens, seem to have been most
active, and late in March 15,000 insurgents, ill armed and ill organized, marched
on Prague, only to be dispersed by troops. The kingdom remained restless
for the remainder of the year. The experience scared landlords so much that
the government was able, in the years that followed, to limit robot far more
effectively and generally than had seemed possible only a few years before.

Hungary saw even more uprisings. The mainstays of the rebel armies of
Thokeli (1678—81) and Rakoczi (1703—11) were peasants hoping to throw
off the control of landlords whom they identified with the Habsburg rule.
Rakoczi’s rebellion was a national movement involving all classes, but he
was remembered by the peasants in later years as their own Messiah, who
would one day return to lead them to greater success. There were further
regional disturbances in 1735, 1751, 1753, 1755, 1763~4, 1765-6, and
1784, mostly provoked by sudden rises in dues or robot obligations, often
on particular estates. These revolts spread rapidly, the rebels extending their
complaints to taxes and tithes. Twenty thousand peasants were involved in
the Croatian revolt of 1755; in the Transylvanian rising of 1784, the fiercest
and most bloody since 1711, 30,000 rebels butchered hundreds of nobles
and their families in a hitherto remote and untamed region which had seen a

23 See below, p. 123-5.
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rise of between 400 and 1,000 per cent in seignorial burdens over the century.
Most of these risings, like those in Bohemia, were fairly short-lived and easily
put down by troops; but they were a warning which governments, if not lords,
realized it was dangerous to ignore. So the disturbances in Transdanubia in
1765—7, less an armed uprising than a boycott of robot, tithes, and taxes
affecting several whole counties, had finally pushed Maria Theresa into pro-
mulgating the urbarial patent of 1767 without further parleying with the
diet; and the Transylvanian explosions of 1784 led to Joseph II’s final abolition
of Hungarian serfdom in 1785.

Timid these reforms may have been; but at least they demonstrated some
recognition on the part of Habsburg rulers that peasants did have legitimate
grievances. There was never any such recognition in Russia, although peasant
conditions were the worst in Europe, and rebellions larger, more frequent,
and more savage than anywhere else. The instinct of the Russian serf was not
to rebel but to flee. Even after the abolition of time-limits for the recovery
of runaways in 1649, flight remained the central problem for serf-owners,
and more laws were issued on this problem than on any one other. Between
1719 and 1727 alone, at least 200,000 serfs were reported missing. One of
the most popular destinations for fugitives was the south-east, along the Don,
the Volga, and the Yaik rivers—the land of the Cossacks. Cossack freedom
was legendary: they never handed back fugitives, they paid no taxes, and they
governed themselves by elected representatives. Agriculture, for them, was
the gateway to subjection, and so it was forbidden. Instead, the Cossacks
lived by herding and above all by marauding along the wild frontier, for the
policing of which they were paid a government subsidy. It was among them that
the most massive peasant revolts of both the seventeenth and the eighteenth
centuries in Europe originated.

The seventeenth-century outbreak, led by Stenka Razin, arose from the
sort of combination of adverse circumstances that provoked western risings.
By 1660 the constant influx of fugitives across the Don had created severe
problems of overpopulation and underemployment. Nor were matters eased
by governmental attempts to conciliate southern neighbours by restricting
Cossack piracy in the Black Sea and the Caspian. War with Poland also dis-
rupted grain supplies and pushed up the price for the Cossacks who grew
none of their own. In 1666, 500 Cossacks marched on Moscow to demand
employment in the war. As soon as they left Cossack territory disaffected
serfs began to swell their numbers and the march became a revolt. Eventually
the rebels numbered 2,000, and although they were dispersed by the threat
of troops long before reaching Moscow, they left the country disturbed all
along their line of march. The next year troops clashed with a private maraud-
ing expedition bound for the Caspian under Stenka Razin. Razin spent two
years terrorizing this great lake, and returned to the Volga in 1669 loaded
with plunder, a popular hero whom hundreds flocked to join. When the
government tried to disband this private army, Razin proclaimed open revolt.
The tsar, he declared, was being misled by crafty and malignant boyars, a
class of parasites who must be destroyed. This was a call for the overthrow
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of the whole social hierarchy. The reputation for invincibility which Razin’s
long run of successes had won him made many believe that he could achieve
it. In 1670 he took Tsarytsin and Astrakhan with much slaughter, and then
marched up the Volga towards Moscow with an army which grew over three
months from 6,000 to 20,000 men. By the end of the year 800 miles of the
river was completely out of control, as well as large stretches of the Don and
western Siberia. All classes of the subject population, townsmen as well as
peasants, rallied to Stenka Razin’s horse-tail standard.

Yet in the end Razin’s army was no match for the seasoned troops that
his foray to Astrakhan had allowed the government time to assemble. In
October 1670 he was defeated before Simbirsk, and, his invincible reputation
in ruins, he retreated southwards. The following spring he was handed over
by the official Cossack authorities, to whom he was as great a threat as to the
central government itself. He was executed in Moscow in 1671. But the
south remained disturbed until the end of that year; tens of thousands of
rebels and mere suspects were Killed in the course of the rising’s suppression.
What could not be suppressed was the memory. Immortalized in hundreds of
folksongs, Stenka Razin, who loved the poor and hated their lords, became,
like Rakoczi, the legendary protector who would one day return and this
time triumph. In troubled times, this legend was an inspiration to further
revolt.

It played a part, for instance, in the rising of Bulavin, another Cossack,
in 1707. This revolt began in opposition to governmental attempts to pursue
fugitives into Cossack territory, but it rapidly recruited a diverse collection
of opponents of the growing power and reforming zeal of Peter 1. Notably it
was supported by large numbers of Old Believers,®® who regarded the
foreigner-loving tsar as Antichrist. The year 1708 witnessed forty-three
separate outbreaks of peasant unrest in Russia, but Bulavin’s was the largest,
recruiting 30,000 adherents with manifestos echoing Razin in their call for
the overthrow of not only Peter’s rule, but the power of landlords in general.
It was doubly dangerous in that it coincided with a rising of the Bashkirs,
a semi-independent frontier tribe, and also with war against Sweden.
Yet although Bulavin at one point took the Cossack capital of Cherkassk
and had himself elected their leader, unlike Razin’s his movement never
spread beyond Cossack territory. He too, however, alienated the ruling
oligarchy, who were only too willing to abet the imperial troops besieging
Cherkassk. Bulavin killed himself rather than be taken; the rebellion was
soon overcome and the whole Don basin garrisoned with imperial troops.

But not all Cossacks lived on the Don, and when their heartland was
tamed, those who preferred the old freedom moved further east to the Yaik.
Here, almost sixty years later, the greatest rising of all broke out-that of
Pugachev. Pugachev was an adventurer, a Cossack and former soldier, who
late in 1772 proclaimed to the Yaik Cossacks that he was Peter 1II, the
Empress Catherine’s husband, murdered in 1762. Pretenders were traditional

24 See below, p. 161-3.
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among Russian rebels—Razin had set one up—for it lent legitimacy to their
cause. Peter III, who in emancipating the nobles from compulsory service had
raised hopes of serf emancipation, and who had then been disposed of by a
foreign wife with no legitimate claim to the throne, was particularly popular.
Pugachev was preceded by at least ten other false Peters. His rising was also
preceded by fifty-three serious disturbances in southern Russia over a decade.
This unrest sprang from the frustration of hopes raised first by Peter III's
policies, and then by talk of reform surrounding the fruitless legislative
reform commission of 1767. The Yaik Cossacks, allowed to fish in their
abundant river only with governmental permission and subjected during the
Turkish war of 1768—74 to ruthless recruiting in defiance of their traditional
liberties, had their own reasons for discontent. So did the near-by Bashkirs,
who had rsen twice (in 1735 and 1755) since Bulavin’s time against ever
tightening control, and had both times been bloodily suppressed. So too the
serf labourers, hired out by their masters to work under extremely harsh
conditions in the factories of the Urals, further north. To all these groups
Pugachev appealed when he promised, as tsar, to restore their lost liberties.
‘This is a revolt’, noted General Bibikov, who did most to put it down, ‘of
the poor against the rich, of the slaves against their masters.’”® Pugachev’s
aim was to destroy both the state and the nobility which sustained it, as his
numerous manifestos made clear. By the end of 1773 his army of perhaps
15,000 men had captured or beseiged most of the important governmental
centres of the south east and the southern Urals.

The government was slow to appreciate the gravity of the situation, but
once it did its well-trained and well equipped troops mounted a successful
counter-offensive. By early 1774, after much bloodshed, the besieged centres
had been relieved and order seemed to be returning. Pugachev’s name, how-
ever, was by now already legendary, and he was soon able to reconstruct
an army of 8,000 men which, in a change of tactics, paralysed the newly
reconquered regions with ferocious lightning raids. In June 1774 he marched
into the settled, agricultural heartland of serfdom itself. This was the most
dangerous moment of all. Kazan was sacked and although Pugachev was
subsequently driven off by troops, his progress back south touched off serf
uprisings along the whole length of the Volga. Perhaps 3,000,000 peasants
were involved and over 3,000 nobles and officials murdered. The decade
since their emancipation from compulsory service had seen the return of
many petty nobility to their estates, where they enforced their powers with
unprecedented determination; Pugachev inspired the serfs to take their
revenge. ‘Those who hitherto were gentry’, declared his most famous mani-
festo, ‘.. .those opponents of our rule and disturbers of the empire and
ruiners of the peasants—seize them, punish them, hang them, treat them in
the same way as they, having no Christian feeling, oppressed you, the pea-
sants.?® For five weeks of the summer of 1774 it was feared that the whole
empire might erupt into one huge serf uprising. In fact, however, the rising

25 Quoted in P. Avrich, Russian Rebels 1600-1800 (1972), 211-12.
26 Quoted ibid. 227.
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was almost over. The Don Cossacks, whom Pugachev expected to raise, were
unsympathetic. The peasantry of the Volga, through the disorders they had
perpetrated over the summer, had brought a famine on themselves, and were
ready as winter drew on for a return to normality. Above all, the conclusion
of peace with the Turks in July released a seasoned army for use against the
rebels. In August Pugachev failed to take Tsarytsin, and his army was defeated.
The next month his few surviving followers turned him over to the authorities
and in January 1775 he was executed.

Pugachev’s execution did not end the disturbances. Not until early 1775
was peace generally restored to the Volga, and that only after savage punitive
reprisals. But in the long run these proved brutally effective, for the rest of
Catherine’s reign witnessed only seven further significant outbreaks of peasant
unrest, all of them localized, and none in areas touched by the Pugachev
episode. The weight of serfdom did not diminish as a result of the revolt;
indeed, the empress’s reaction was only to identify her interests the more
closely with those of the serf-owning nobility, scared out of their wits by
what had happened, and convinced that only intransigence could prevent it
from happening again.

Pugachev’s rising was more than just a peasant revolt; it was almost a
revolution, which came nearer to overthrowing a whole social order than any
other movement in Europe before 1789. Yet peasants neither began it nor
provided its driving force, which came rather from Cossacks and Bashkirs
resentful of the relentless extension of government control into their hitherto
untamed frontier homelands. Only when these rebels achieved successes did
peasants rise in their support, and only then when they passed close by.
Pugachev was already in retreat from Kazan when he electrified the peasantry
of the Volga. They rose only when somebody else exposed the weakness of
the authorities; and they used this opportunity to wreak vengeance on their
oppressors and claim a return to good old days rather than seek to establish
some newer, more just order. Even in full-scale revolt, peasants remained pro-
foundly conservative. They sought to prevent or reverse change rather than
promote it. It took political imagination to see more radical possibilities, and
this was much more likely to be found among the inhabitants of towns.



6. The Ruled: the Town

The social structure of the countryside, diverse and varied though it was,
was simple compared with that of the towns. Yet, with the exception of the
Netherlands, towns housed only a minority of the population. By the later
eighteenth century the proportion of Englishmen living in towns was still
only about a third. In France it was around 23 per cent in 1800. Elsewhere
the proportion was even less, especially towards the east. In Sweden in 1760
it was 6°7 per cent. In Russia, although it nearly doubled over our period, it
was still only 4 per cent in 1796. Yet this urban minority-provided the most
dynamic and the most vital sections of the population.

The difference between rural and urban life was less clear than it is today.
Most towns were very small, hardly more than villages. Evenin highly urbanized
France in the eighteenth century there were not more than sixty or seventy
towns of over 10,000 inhabitants, and only eight of 50,000 or more. In
Poland, at the other extreme, out of about 1,500 officially recognized towns,
90 per cent had fewer than 1,000 inhabitants. Like villages, towns swarmed
with livestock, pastured often on extensive open spaces in the very heart of
the community. Even the largest and most crowded cities contained odd
patches which could sustain draught animals, pigs, and poultry. Many towns
also owned common lands; the most extensive of all, the municipal lands of
Spain, were larger than the holdings of the crown, the church, and the nobility.
The central event in the calendar of most small communities was market
day, once or twice a week, when peasants came in from the surrounding
countryside to sell their produce. On such occasions towns seemed little
more than extensions of rural society and the rural economy. Peasants were
subject to the same fears and anxieties about the price of food and its supply
as townsmen: the popular price-fixing and grain-rioting which swept Paris in
April and May 1775 originated miles from the capital, deep in the country-
side. The example spread so rapidly because it was a common response to a
shortage felt in town and country alike.

But perhaps the most striking link with the countryside was that urban
numbers were maintained only by rural immigration. Paris was the only
major city where, by the later eighteenth century, the birth-rate marginally
exceeded the death-rate. Everywhere else the death-rate was consistently
higher. Yet most towns maintained their populations, and after about 1750
many grew spectacularly—an achievement due to the constant inflow from
the countryside. Immigration was the most basic feature of urban society.
Not only did it make the very survival of towns economically possible; not
only did it put expatriate peasants and townsmen into daily social contact;
it also gave urban society an altogether more transient, less settled character
than that of the countryside and provided a constant inflow of new experience
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to be absorbed into the town-dwellers” outlook. In this way it cut the town
off from the country quite as much as it helped to link them.

Immigration involved the abandonment of rural life for something more
promising or in any event different. And it was the differences between town
and country which, in the last analysis, counted for most. Town-dwellers
were more concentrated, their occupations more specialized, their experience
of "affairs more diverse, their submissiveness to authority less certain. They
were not tied down by the inflexible rhythms of agricultural life. Indeed,
there were few things a townsman despised more than a peasant. Dependent
in the last resort on the peasantry for their food supplies, they nevertheless
simply closed their gates in the faces of the hungry rustics who streamed in
towards urban markets in times of famine. Such gestures made clear how
little the townsman felt he had in common with the peasant. Economically,
mentally, and somally, ‘they lnved in dlfferent worlds.

Urban sze

Urban life was more crowded. Most well-established towns had walls. In Great
Britain, safe from invasion beyond the Channel, defences were allowed to
crumble and be demolished; growing communities such as Birmingham,
Liverpool, and Manchester never acquired them. Throughout much of France,
where the power of Louis XIV largely banished the fear both of foreign
invasion and of domestic upheavals, ramparts also fell into decay. Elsewhere,
however, walls were maintained; it was useful to close city gates each night
to protect public order or to keep out undesirables in the event of famine,
plague, or rebellion. Trade entering or leaving by a limited number of gates
was also easier to tax, and between 1783 and 1789 French tax-farmers spent
immense sums actually building a brand new wall around Paris solely to
prevent the evasion of entry tolls. Walls ensured that the chief direction
for expansion was upwards; and accordingly most major cities were filled
with tenement blocks of five, six, or more storeys: 71 per cent of the houses
in Lyons in 1791, for example, had four or more storeys. People lived literally
one on top of another; and in general the higher the storey, the poorer the
occupants. Separate houses were a luxury reserved only for the extremely
rich. There was eventually a limit to the height to which buildings could be
safely constructed and no alternative to expansion beyond the walls. Even
then the desire to remain as close to the defences as possible kept suburban
housing tall and crowded. The most populous cities remained compact, with
social distinctions seldom becoming geographical too. Sprawling London by
contrast had distinct artisan areas and leisured suburbs, at least by the
eighteenth century, and the development of the planned New Town to the
north of old Edinburgh began, after 1760, to divide the classes there. German
and east-European cities segregated their extensive Jewish populations into
ghettos, and Moscow pushed its numerous foreigners into a so-called ‘German
suburb’ beyond the walls. But all these were exceptions to the rule that most
city-dwellers lived in far closer contact with social groups other than their
own, than did peasants. The result can only have been to emphasize the
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importance of common experience and to promote greater social harmony
than was usual in the countryside.

Other consequences were less desirable. Overcrowding made most towns
extremely insanitary, the natural breeding grounds for infectious diseases.
Edinburgh, with its lofty tenements and narrow alleys, was typical. ‘Every
street’, wrote a traveller in 1705, ‘shows the nastiness of the inhabitants:
the excrements lie in heaps. . .In a morning the scent was so offensive that we
were forc’d to hold our noses as we past the streets and take care where we
trod for fear of disobliging our shoes, and to walk in the middle at night for
fear of an accident to our heads.’! Berlin, it was said, could be smelt from 6
miles away. The result was an extremely high death-rate, 4 to 5 per cent per
year. When plague, or any other sort of epidemic, struck, it always did most
damage in towns. The great plague of 1665 carried off 28 per cent of the
population of London; that of 1656 may have accounted for almost half the
population of Naples and Genoa. In the great east-European epidemics of
1709—13 Danzig lost half its population and Copenhagen a third. Marseilles
lost 40 per cent of its inhabitants in the epidemic of 1720 and Messina lost
over 60 per cent in 1743. As late as 1771 plague carried off over 56,000
inhabitants of Moscow, or a quarter of its population. The onset of epidemics
was marked by the flight of richer townsmen into the healthier countryside,
leaving the poorer classes behind to suffer; and often, incidentally, helping to
spread infection beyond the towns by carrying it with them. So it was the
poorest inhabitants of towns who were most seriously affected by disease,
and they who had to be most steadily replaced by peasant immigration.

Another consequence of overcrowding was the constant danger of fire.
A vyear after the great plague of 1665, London was struck by the greMe,
which destroyed over 13,000 houses in the city. A fire in Brussels in 1695
destroyed 3,830 houses; a tenth of Moscow was burned down in the summer
of 1773, while three-quarters of the city of Rennes was swept away by flames
in 1720. Comparatively few people perished in these fires, and the destruction
or dangerous and insanitary dwellings was positively beneficial. The buildings
which replaced them were usually planned more solidly and spaciously, with
opportunities for creating better sanitary arrangements. Meanwhile, however,
thousands had lost their homes, and pressure on the already overcrowded
accommodation that remained was intensified.

So city life was hazardous and vulnerable. But it was also privileged.
Urban wages tended to be higher than rural ones. In times of disorder, walls
afforded protection not available to peasants, and most larger towns had
garrisons to man them too. In times of famine, supplies had to be brought
into towns to be marketed, and most rural producers simply could not
afford to hoard their produce in the way townsmen feared. In Catholic
Europe, where towns were crowded with monasteries and convents, poor
relief through almsgiving was far more abundant and regular than in the
countryside. Townsmen were free from forced labour on the roads; and

3671 Quoted in T.C. Smout, A History of the Scottish People, 1560—1830 (1970),
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though press-gangs were more active in the teeming cities than in the country-
side, towns were not generally obliged to furnish regular quotas of conscripts.
Townsmen also paid fewer tithes to the church: most owned no land on
which they might be levied, and those who did had often managed to com-
mute them into fixed money payments, which dwindled to nothing in real
value when prices rose. Above all, towns bore a relatively light burden of
taxation. Accurate direct taxes were almost impossible to levy on those,
like most townsmen, whose assets were invisible. Consequently few were
levied. Prussian towns paid no direct taxes at all. The inhabitants of certain
major French cities, such as Paris, Bordeaux, Rouen, and a number of others
which between them accounted for most of the urban population, were
exempt from the zaille, the main direct tax.

It is undoubtedly true, on the other hand, that towns were easy _to tax
indirectly. Excise duties on basic commodities, levied at their gates, were a
major source of state revenue in France and particularly in Prussia, where
the efficiency of the régie in raising their yield and suppressing smuggling
after 1766 did much to blight the economic recovery of towns after the
Seven Years War. The impact of excise-gathering is reflected in the popular
hatred it aroused. The first symbols of the old order attacked by the Parisians
in July 1789 were the toll-gates in the new customs-wall; and it is hardly
a coincidence that the middle-class townsmen who dominated the various
revolutionary assemblies of the 1790s sought to restructure French taxation
by the complete elimination of indirect taxes. The fact remains, however,
that in his relative freedom from direct burdens the townsman was far better
off than the peasant; and when this advantage was added to the numerous
small exemptions, privileges, reductions, and special rights that the cor-
porations of most towns had secured for their inhabitants over the years and
enshrined in their hallowed books of customs, there seemed no comparison
at all.

It was these advantages, rather than the hazards of over-crowding and ill
health, that impressed discontented peasants, and made them head for the
cities. Besides, town life seemed freer. Russian towns, admittedly, were full
of serfs employed as domestic servants or hired out by their masters to urban
manufacturers; but elsewhere there was no serfdom in towns, no seignorial
dues or jurisdiction of any importance, and no restrictions on movement
like the English laws of settlement. So the power and social control exercised
by lords and nobles appeared weaker than in the country.

Whether it was actually weaker is another question. The groups who
dominated the countryside were also very prominent in the towns. No town
of any consequence was without its noble residents for part at least of each
year. Capitals and regional centres had their social ‘season’ when most pro-
minent families were in residence and spending freely. Their expenditure
sustained luxury trades and their domestic arrangements called for an endless
supply of servants. In all except the most flourishing centres of trade or
manufacture, therefore, the ruling orders were the direct or indirect source
of most employment. In Moscow the nobility owned over half of all
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accommodation. What they lacked by comparison with the countryside in
legal power to dominate the lives of the lower orders, they more than made
up in economic power. However much the lives of townsmen and country-
men differed, they largely obeyed the same masters. And the economic
pattern in which they were involved, based on revenue rather than on capital,
did not enrich the community. Rather it kept its poor majority wretched,
idle, and abject. All but a few lucky peasant immigrants found that, in
becoming town-dwellers, they had merely exchanged one form of poverty
for another.

Urban Poverty

The most striking and spectacular feature of towns was the poverty of most
of their inhabitants. Being more concentrated than in the country, it was
more noticeable, although not necessarily easier to measure. The really poor,
without regular employment or other visible means of support, paying no
taxes and having no fixed address, often did not appear in official records.
But their share of the urban population was always substantial. In Paris, a
great capital, or Mainz, an average German cathedral city, the proportion was
about one-quarter. In Berlin or Cologne it was nearer one-third. In commercially
more active cities the proportion tended to be lower, but it was still striking
enough. In Lyons in 1791 it was about one-sixth, in London six years later,
about one-eighth. And over the preceding century these proportions had
grown more rapidly than the growth in over-all urban population. The popu-
lation of Berlin doubled between 1750 and 1801; but the number of its poor
grew tenfold. The 1780s saw the foundation, all over the continent, of
Philanthropic Societies, voluntary associations of the rich devoted to organiz-
ing more effective means of poor relief. These were essentially urban bodies,
and were a sure sign that the problem of the urban poor was forcing itself
upon public attention with increasing urgency.

Who were the urban poor? They were the least well-adapted, least skilled,
least well-rooted elements in the towns; most of them were not townsmen by
origin but those rural immigrants who were the main feature of urban popu-
lations. They were poor because few towns provided enough employment
to absorb all the labour that flowed in from the countryside. Opportunities
fluctuated, so that many of the unemployed and indigent at any time were
only temporarily in that state. Even so, a large proportion never found any
work, and this proportion grew over the eighteenth century. A graphic
illustration of the scale of urban poverty is the number of abandoned children,
offspring whom parents could not afford to keep. In Paris in the late seven-
teenth century around 3,000 foundlings a year were taken into charitable
institutions. A century later this number had doubled, and in 1772 the 7,676
foundlings represented 40 per cent of children baptized in the city. In Brussels,
in 1783, 2,050 foundlings represented one-eleventh of newborn children; in
Madrid in 1786 the proportion was 16 per cent, in Venice over the century
it averaged 9 per cent.

Not all, not even most foundlings were the product of pauper marriages.
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But most were the product of poverty all the same. Many must have been
illegitimate precisely because fathers wished to avoid burdening their marriage.
Large numbers must have been the direct result of prostitution, a major
industry of larger towns and the most obvious way for a poor or underpaid
woman to earn badly needed money. There were said to be over 50,000
prostitutes in London in the 1790s, and between 20,000 and 25,000 in Paris
a decade earlier. In the poorest quarter of Mainz, no less than 31 per cent of
the female population earned money in this way. Admittedly, those who
provide the figures tended to include a very wide range of women; young
widows, for instance, were often stigmatized as whores on suspicions hardly
justified by the evidence. Yet the pressures driving poor women into prosti-
tution were obvious, and the scale of the problem not to be denied. Nor were
foundlings the only obvious result; venereal diseases ravaged European cities
in the later eighteenth century as never before.

Closely linked to prostitution was crime. There were organized gangs of
criminals such as that of Cartouche, whose 200 followers kept rich Parisians
panic-stricken between 1717 and 1721. Like rural brigands, such figures
often became heroes of popular folklore. But they remained exceptional.
The characteristic urban crime was petty theft, the typical criminal a pauper
without other apparent means of support. Most crime was directed against
property rather than against persons; violence was incidental. People stole
because they were too poor to survive in any other way. Their thefts were
occasional, unsystematic, opportunistic, not evidence of a professional life
of crime.

If poverty spawned any profession, it was begging—the obvious resort for
the poor. Some threw themselves into it with singleminded efficiency.

Great numbers of sturdy Beggars [wrote an English observer in 172912 loose
and vagrant Persons, infest the Nation, but no place more than the City of
London and parts adjacent. If any person is born with any defect or De-
formity, or maimed by Fire or other Casualty, or any inveterate Distemper,
which renders them miserable Objects, their way is open to London, where
they have free liberty of showing their nauseous sights to terrify People,
and force them to give money to get rid of them.

Faked ailments or hideous sores could attract the compassion of the rich,
or simply scare them into almsgiving by the fear of infection. Some parents
were not above deliberately maiming their children in order to draw attention
to their plight—although the hazards of birth and infancy among the poor
normally and naturally assured a fair proportion of grisly afflictions. Beggars
set their children to the work almost from the moment they could walk and
talk; they operated in family units because children, by their number and
their readier impact on the consciences of passers-by, were often the most
effective earners. But the intended victims were mostly well aware of how
easily they could be hoodwinked, and their reaction was often to withold
alms rather than give them to cases that might not be truly deserving. Alms,

% Quoted in Dorothy Marshall, The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century (1926),
232.
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whether private or corporate, were after all limited, and should, so it was
thought, be reserved only for those really unable to work, rather than for
‘sturdy beggars’ who refused to do so. This attitude, logically so clear, com-
pletely overlooked the fact that the root cause of poverty was that enough
work was simply not available. Begging was merely its symptom.

The urban poor enjoyed one major advantage over their rural counter-
parts: towns were usually better endowed with charitable institutions. In
Catholic Europe the church regarded poor relief as one of its major functions.
In 1787 an English observer® noted of the archbishop of Granada that:

Beside private pensions to families and occasional relief in seasons of distress,
he provides nurses in the country for 440 orphans and deserted children;
he sends poor patients to the hot baths. . .where he actually maintains four-
score; and he daily distributes bread to all the poor, who assemble at his
doors. Once. . .he had himself the curiosity to count the number of these
miserable creatures, and found the men two thousand, the women on that
day three thousand and twenty-four; but at another time the women were
four thousand. In this bounty he is imitated by forty convents, at which are
distributed bread and broth, witliout discrimination, to all who present
themselves. The Carthusians alone give annually sixty thousand reals.

Most monasteries and convents, everywhere concentrated overwhelmingly in
towns, distributed some alms. In addition there were ‘general hospitals’
intended to house foundlings, the sick, and the aged. Originating in France in
the early seventeenth century, they were staffed by the Sisters of Charity.
A law of 1662 authorized the establishment of hospitals throughout France,
and by 1789 there were 2,185. By that date they were to be found, though
less extensively, throughout Catholic Europe. Though publicly authorized,
they were not publicly supported, depending on the private donations,
legacies, and endowments of the pious rich for most of their funds—a fluc-
tuating and uncertain source. Nor were they concerned with the technically
‘able-bodied’” poor, by far the majority. In short, although charity was more
easily available in towns than in the country, its scale was still not commen-
surate with the problem, aggravated by the rise in population.

The anti-clerical thinkers of the Enlightenment did not fail to notice these
inadequacies. They were the fruit, they concluded, of indiscriminate dis-
tribution of relief. Though a cleric and certainly not a leader of opinion, the
English traveller Joseph Townsend was moved to some not untypical reflections
by his observation of poverty in Spain. ‘Filth and nastiness, immorality and
vice, wretchedness and poverty,” he declared, were ‘the inevitable consequences
of undistinguishing benevolence . . . How evident it is . . . that he, who finds
employment for the poor, is their greatest friend; whilst he, who indiscrimi-
nately feeds them, should be ranked among their enemies.”* He admitted that
without indiscriminate relief, the poor must perish. But ‘with it, they propagate
the race. Without it they would have no existence. With it they increase and
multiply the objects of distress. Surely then charity ceases to deserve that
name when it extends the bounds of human misery.” The implication was that
the poor must work or die; but since the very lack of work was the heart of

* 1. Townsend, Journey through Spain, iii. 57-8. 4 Ibid. 17.
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the problem, the whole argument was misconceived. Nor was it altogether
fair to condemn ecclesiastical almsgiving as indiscriminate. Wealthy Spanish
bishops might be able to afford charity for all comers. But most benevolent
institutions, painfully aware of their inadequate funds, were constantly
devising rough and ready distinctions, inevitably unjust, between those
entitled to relief and those who were not. The beneficiaries tended to be
those known by long residence within a district, or those whose moral charac-
ters were deemed good—the ‘deserving’ poor in fact. The homeless, rootless,
floating population who often most needed relief were usually the last to
get it. When the need was most pressing, for instance during famines, urban
authorities would simply drive the undomiciled population out into the
countryside.

The absence of large, well-endowed ecclesiastical corporations highlighted
the problems of poverty in Protestant countries and served to evoke a more
imaginative response, such as that of Denmark. In 1683, the Danish law
accorded all paupers a legal right to relief in the form of employment on
public works, organized by the state financed out of indirect taxation.
Throughout most of Protestant Europe, however, poor relief was not cen-
trally co-ordinated, but in the hands of parish officers who received little or
no renumeration. In Brandenburg a law of 1696 authorized parishes to provide
work for the deserving poor and punishment for the undeserving, but all
relief was to be financed out of voluntary contributions. Consequently with
the exception of Berlin, where the government subsidized a Directory of Poor
Relief to which any pauper might apply, relief in Prussian towns was mostly
dependent upon the vicissitudes of private initiative, and very inefficient.
Mostly it became a matter of periodic campaigns to drive beggars out into the
countryside. Not until after 1740 were poor houses established in most
major Prussian towns, and then only after local authorities had been em-
powered to levy compulsory poor-rates. In Scotland the elders of the kirk
had to finance relief entirely out of voluntary donations. In Holland church
elders, and in England overseers of the poor did levy compulsory poor-rates in
‘each parish. Yet a fair and accurate collection of such rates was, as in the case of
taxes, far more difficult to achieve in towns than in the country. In both the
main concern of the authorities was to keep the rates low rather than adequate.
Dutch towns were particularly well provided with privately endowed alms-
houses; and in the early decades of the eighteenth century the parishes of
larger English towns, led by Bristol, began to unite to set up common ‘work-
houses” where the able-bodied poor could be employed. In 1722 parliament
encouraged this expedient, and the next year overseers were empowered
to withold relief from those refusing to enter a workhouse, able-bodied or
not. By the 1780s most English urban poor relief was probably ‘indoor’
rather than ‘outdoor’, but workhouse conditions were generally so squalid
(and sometimes deliberately kept that way) that all but the most abject strove
to keep out of them. The remedies devised for poverty, in fact, were often
more cruel than the condition itself, and were persistently based on the
mistaken belief that many paupers were idle from preference rather than
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necessity. Yet perhaps anything was better than the situation in Russia, where
each order in society was responsible, in towns, for the relief of its own poor.
This meant that the poor should relieve themselves and expect nothing from
others. How they were to do this was never made clear.

Varieties of Employment

The unemployed poor never made up the majority of urban populations. No
town or city could have survived if they had. The great majority of town-
dwellers earned their living, even if for many employment was never more
than temporary, at the mercy of economic fluctuations.

In garrison towns and capitals of militarily ambitious states such as
eighteenth-century Russia or Prussia, soldiers formed the largest single occu-
pational group. Such towns remained exceptional: more usually the largest
group was that of domestic servants. No less than 16 per cent of the population
of Paris were servants in the 1780s. In 1789 there were 20,000 servants in
Vienna, or 9 per cent of the city’s inhabitants; in 1798 in Berlin there were
15,000 of them, or 11 per cent. These were capitals, where rich employers
were concentrated, but provincial centres had similar proportions—11 per
cent of Toulouse, for example in 1695, 7 per cent in 1789. Only in manu-
facturing centres such as Lyons, was the proportion as low as 4—6 per cent
(1791). Among domestics there was always an elaborate hierarchy. At the top
came skilled servants—stewards, butlers, or cooks, who might spend a lifetime
with a single master or family. But most were unskilled lackeys or chamber-
maids, who often moved rapidly from job to job in conditions of poor pay
and extreme insecurity. John Macdonald, a Scottish footman and one of the
few servants who left memoirs,” was not the lowest type of servant. He was
experienced in travel and an accomplished cook. Yet between 1746 and 1779
he served no fewer than twenty-seven masters. He had begun his career
typically enough: born in the countryside, orphaned young, after a year of
intermittent begging and odd jobs in and around Edinburgh he became a
postilion, though still a child. Most unskilled domestics were rural immi-
grants—in Paris in the 1780s, for example, 87 per cent were. Even in Moscow
or St. Petersburg, where probably the bulk of domestics were serfs, they were
brought in from the countryside. Unlike most of their fellow-immigrants,
servants enjoyed a minimum of comfort and security. Their wages might be
low and irregularly paid, but most received free board, lodging, and sometimes
clothing—items which took up the bulk of most wage-earners’ income. On
the other hand they had no defence against instant dismissal (or worse, if
they were serfs), and they needed a former employer’s reference to get
another job. A Parisian regulation of 1720 required all domestics to obtain a
leaving certificate, without which they might be arrested as vagabonds,
whom employers were forbidden to take on. It was estimated in 1796 that
at any moment there were 10,000 servants out of work in London. Isolated
from one another in the garrets of their masters’ houses, servants could have

* Travels in various parts of Europe, Asia, and Africa (1790), republished as Memoirs
of an eighteenth-century Footman (1927).
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little sense of common interest and no opportunity to combine in self-
defence. It was even difficult to marry and set up a family unless the master
was prepared to support them all, which was a rare event. Domestics were
also isolated from other employees by the distinct pattern of life, their
frequent participation in their employers’ privileges, and their obvious de-
pendence as signified by the wearing of liveries. No doubt many took pride
in the glory reflected upon them from their masters, but the French Revo-
lution was to show, through innumerable denunciations, that a nobleman’s
most dangerous enemy might be his former servant. Domestics knew that
despite the relative comfort of their lives, they were despised by other workers.
Employers were known to recruit servants from naive and malleable rustics
rather than from the more self-assured natives of towns. In Lyons the wealth
of domestics tended to be greater than that of the silk-weavers who were the
mainstay of the city’s economy, but this hardly ever induced the children
of weavers, let alone their parents when temporarily unemployed, to go into
‘service’ for a living.

The distinction between town-born and immigrant, in fact, persisted long
after the immigrants’ absorbtion into urban life, through the types of occu-
pation they found. Most immigrants who did not slide into beggary or become
servants ended up as casual or day labourers. Thirteen per cent of the popu-
lation of Paris in the 1780s fell into this category, which included dockers,
porters, chairmen, waiters, shop assistants, and a whole range of manual
workers. These groups had, if anything, even less organization than servants.
They drifted in and out of employment, begged or stole when there was none,
and married fellow immigrants. They lived in overcrowded cellars or garrets
among their own kind, largely cut off both from servants and more skilled
artisans. It was among them primarily that gin-drinking was rife in London
between the 1690s and the 1750s, a cheap and effective way of forgetting the
miseries of life. Admittedly not all immigrants were unskilled. The seasonal
labourers in the building and construction industries provide an example.
Unlike unskilled immigrants, they were extremely well organized, extremely
tough, and often united by their origin from quite small geographical areas,
like the Limousins who were the mainstay of Parisian building trades. But
these features isolated them just as completely from the sedentary world of
the urban artisan.

The only place where townsmen and immigrants might frequently be
found working side by side was in factories. Unknown at the beginning of
the period, these large concentrations of workers producing under one roof
were still rarities at the end. However, it was estimated by 1779 (somewhat
fancifully perhaps) that in Barcelona 30,000 workers were employed in
cotton and calico factories with work-forces running into hundreds. In 1771,
12,681 people worked in 113 factories in Moscow, thirty-one of which
employed over 100 workers, and two, over 1,000. A calico factory founded
in Berlin in 1756 was soon employing 700 workers, and not long afterwards
similar establishments were being set up in various north French towns. Yet
major cities like London or Paris saw little activity of this sort. The wallpaper
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factory of Reveillon, with its 350 employees, is famous as the first major
institution to be sacked by the Paris mob in April 1789; but it also deserves
to be remembered because there was nothing comparable in the rest of Paris.
Most Russian factories, the largest and most numerous in Europe, were not
situated in towns at all. Most of the spinning mills built in northern England
in the later eighteenth century were set up on mountain rivers away from
towns; although of course towns often mushroomed around them.

The characteristic unit of production was the small workshop under an
individual master, employing only a handful of artisans. The average number
of workers per workshop in Paris in 1789 was 16-6. In Stockholm in 1794 it
was only 3+6. The labour force in these institutions tended to be made up not
of immigrants, but native-born townsmen and their children, often living
in well-defined areas of towns, where their particular trades had been long
established, like the silk-weavers of Spitalfields in London, or those of Lyons,
who tended to avoid the southern parishes of the town and its suburbs. Such
circumstances gave them a greater sense of common identity and common
interests than most immigrants could ever have. So did the intimate family
atmosphere of the workshop and the traditional professional solidarity of
each trade. A skilled trade was almost invariably an organized one—in most
towns by means of guilds. Their purpose was to protect the interests of all
those following a trade and to maintain the standard of its products. They
formalized and gave legal standing to their members’ common interests. All
this meant that skilled workers were used to acting and responding together
to changing economic circumstances. And so they, and not the rootless,
shifting, and miserable immigrants, were the dangerous classes in times of
uncertainty. They had more to lose when times changed and were more used
to acting together to preserve established ways.®

Not all was harmony in the community of skilled workers. As among
servants, there were well-established hierarchies, which were a source of much
tension. Apprentices, at the lowest level, were often hard to differentiate
from servants. They lived with their masters and waited upon them in return
for instruction in a trade rather than wages. Like servants, they were usually
completely within their master’s power. Nor were they entirely emancipated
from it on becoming qualified craftsmen. Good references were essential
when changing masters, and a French law of 1781 compelled all workers to
carry a work record, which all employers had to endorse. The same law
reiterated the banning of all combinations of workers to secure higher wages
or better conditions. In England combinations were prohibited in certain
trades in 1726 and 1749, and were generally proscribed in 1799. Throughout
Europe such organizations were viewed by governments, and naturally by
employers, with the deepest suspicion. Yet they certainly existed, as action
against them shows. Building workers had long been notorious for their
secret societies. On the continent other trades had also formed brotherhoods,

¢ G. Rudé ‘The growth of cities and popular revolt 1750—1850’ in J.F. Bosher (ed.),
French Government and Society 1500—1850 (1973), 166—90.
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with three major ones in France, not confined to particular trades and
especially active outside Paris. They had links and imitators in Germany, the
Netherlands, Italy, and Spain. Their avowed purpose was mutual aid to fellow
workers and defence against victimization. Yet rival brotherhoods often spent
much time in mutual recrimination, and, although they could occasionally
organize strikes or boycotts in particular places, they were not very effective
in consistently furthering their members’ interests. Most craftsmen had no
clear or steady idea of themselves as a working group with interests funda-
mentally opposed to those of their employers.

The whole idea of guilds took no account of this possibility. In principle
each one enshrined a ladder of attainment by which every workman might
climb to be an employer. ‘The motive of a man’, wrote the Lyons master-
weavers in 1761, ‘who chooses a craft is to work in it, not as an artisan all
his life, but as a master.’” In practice, progress to a mastership was far from
automatic—another potential source of tension. The problem scarcely arose
in England, where guilds were in deep decay and anybody could set up in
any trade; even so it was frequently alleged that masters neglected the in-
struction of their apprentices for fear of their future rivalry. Elsewhere, guilds
controlled admission to masterships by demanding a ‘masterpiece’ as a proof
of competence and by levying admission fees which rose dramatically both
in France and the Austrian Netherlands. Those of most Brussels guilds almost
doubled between 1650 and 1710. Sons of masters also tended to rise more
quickly than other artisans. Yet the exclusivism of masters has perhaps been
exaggerated. In late-eighteenth-century Spain there were far more masters
than journeymen in the silk, wool, blacksmith’s, carpenter’s, and tailor’s
trades. Throughout the century the journeyman silk-workers of Lyons were
always outnumbered by masters. Such evidence does not suggest that it was
difficult to become a master, but rather that there were perhaps too many
masters competing for business and for labour. In Lyons the true antagonism
was not so much between masters and journeymen, as between the whole
body of silk producers, whatever their status, and the handful of great mer-
chants who controlled the product’s outlets and dictated the pattern of
production. When, in 1744, a new law confirmed the dominance of the
merchants, there was a week of riots and strikes, led by masters, which the
local authorities were quite unable to control until the law was (temporarily)
abrogated.

Nor were conditions of work a source of many confrontations between
employers and employed, despite the fact that these conditions were uni-
formly poor. Most urban artisans worked in cramped, insanitary, badly lit,
and badly ventilated workshops. The working day normally began before
dawn and ended after dusk. Working days of fourteen or sixteen hours were
normal, and even when all breaks were taken into account, the effective
working day was still between ten and thirteen hours, six days a week. The
bookbinders of Paris were unsuccessful when in 1776 they struck for a
reduction of their working day from sixteen hours to fourteen. In Catholic

? Quoted in M. Garden, Lyons et les lyonnais au X VIII® siécle (1970), 285.
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Europe the proliferation of official Saints’ days provided some leisure. Even
after the abolition of seventeen religious holidays in 1666, there still remained
twenty-four in the year when work was forbidden in the Paris area, and there
were far more in Spain and Italy. In Protestant England, by contrast, there
were only three religious holidays; but London workers were free on the
eight days a year when there were public hangings, and a well-rooted tradition,
persisting far into the eighteenth century, allowed English workmen to
extend their Sunday leisure into Monday. The advent of factories, well
designed and purpose-built, often brought an improvement in the working
environment. But any gains were offset by the regularity and monotony
required to tend machines not operated by manual power, and the loss of the
intimate, patriarchal, family atmosphere of the small workshop.

When masters and their craftsmen did clash, the issue was most often
wages. The prime concern of masters was to keep wages as low as possible.
‘To assure and maintain the prosperity of our manufactures’, wrote the
director of manufactures to the king of Prussia in 1786, ‘it is necessary that
the worker should never get rich, that he should never have more than what
he needs to feed and clothe himself well. In a certain class of people, too much
ease weakens industry, engenders idleness and all the vices which follow
from it. To the extent that the worker grows rich, he becomes difficult about
the choice and wages of his work.”® He need not have worried; very few
workers earned more than the bare minimum he considered desirable, and
many earned a good deal less. Inventories of artisans’ goods made after their
deaths show that there was seldom enough money for extra comforts. Few
families left more than a table, chairs, a bed, a cupboard, and a few cooking
pots. It is true that urban wages tended to be higher than rural ones, but
most townsmen had no land, not even a garden, to supplement their sub-
sistence, and no extra seasonal work like harvesting. Worse still, when prices
began to rise wages generally lagged behind them. Only in areas of rapidly
expanding demand for labour, such as Catalonia and northern England, did
wages keep up. In most towns, the real wages of artisans probably declined, in
a labour market which was over-supplied. Few workers were in a position to
compare their lot with that of their ancestors, and such long-term trends
bothered them little. What really mattered were short-term economic fluc-
tuations. In Paris, London, and the growing cities of northern England in the
later eighteenth century family men spent half or more of their weekly
income on bread, and most of what was left on other foodstuffs. Any increase
in the price of these commodities or any reduction in wages imperilled their
whole existence. Wage reductions could at least be met by strikes, such as
those of the Parisian stocking-weavers in 1724, or stonemasons in 1785; or
by wrecking workshops, as the Spitalfields silk weavers did in London in
1765. But wage-eamers were helpless in the face of rises in the price of bread
caused by deficient harvests. In the spring of 1789 bread was absorbing 88
per cent of the poorer Parisian artisan’s wages; and the same phenomenon

® Quoted in P. Léon, Economies et Sociétés préindustrielles, ii, 1650—1780 (1970),
395-6.
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was visible everywhere in crisis years. Higher food prices of course reduced
demand for other goods and induced employers to reduce wages or lay off
workers—and so misfortunes tended to coincide. It was at these moments
that the urban populace became really dangerous.

Urban Unrest

The authorities in towns drew little distinction between strikes and riots;
they were all forms of subversion—the one easily sliding into the other.
Peaceful strikes stayed peaceful only if they achieved their ends quickly;
but the very readiness of the authorities to arrest leaders and break strikes
by force, rather than yield to strikers’ demands, meant that peaceful settle-
ments were extremely rare. Some strikes, especially in the later eighteenth
century, were occasioned by the introduction of labour-saving machinery,
but most were about wages—resistance to cuts, or more often demands for
rises. They usually coincided with acute short-term economic crises, when
the cost of living suddenly rose beyond artisans’ pockets. In France there was
a clear correlation between the frequency of industrial disputes and times
of economic difficulty, the most disturbed periods being the 1660s, 1685—
1724, and 1770—-89. The post-war problems of the British economy in the
early 1720s and then again in the 1760s were the background to years of
bitter industrial disputes in London. Most strikes by far were among textile
workers—the biggest and most highly organized complex of trades in Europe.
The first organized strike in eighteenth-century Spain was at a Guadalajara
cloth factory in 1730. Declining government orders following the end of wars
caused most of the difficulties which led to strikes in the biggest woollen
factory in Moscow in 1722, 1736, 1742, 1749, and 1762—despite the fact
that most of the labour force was made up of serfs.

The natural corollary of the strike was the petition. Strikers knew that
since the civil authorities’ sympathies were all on the side of their employers,
it was important to convince them that their case was reasonable. In England
there were frequent petitions to local justices who had the power to fix wage
rates as well as control of the forces of public order. In London petitions
to the king and parliament were a well-established form of protest. Crowds
of many thousands would accompany petitions to Westminster, in open
defiance of the act of 1662 which forbade ‘tumultuous petitioning’. French
workers in Paris and other judicial centres looked to the parlements to
protect their interests, and frequently petitioned them to intervene in in-
dustrial disputes. Marches to petition the king and his ministers at Versailles
were not unknown. Such intimidating demonstrations always gained verbal
satisfaction, which was usually enough to disperse them, but most achieved
little beyond that. The lesson was that only violence made much impact;
accordingly most strikes rapidly led to intimidation of obstinate employers,
sacking of their property, and wrecking of workshops—activities which in
their turn only confirmed the authorities in their suspicions, their prejudices,
and their determination to smash the movements by force. Even when
action was successful ‘ringleaders’ were invariably singled out and punished
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as a warning against further disorder.

Industrial disputes could touch off more general disturbances. When a

London employer dismissed his English labour force and took on cheaper
Irish workers in 1736, a week of disturbances followed in which mobs of up
to 4,000 roamed east and south London attacking Irish immigrants and their
property. But such generalized unrest occurred most often after sudden rises
in the price of bread, exactly as they did in the countryside. In Paris there
were bread riots in 1709, 1725, 1740, 1752, and in 1775 the famous ‘flour
war’ created panic which spread into the capital from the countryside and
led to intimidation of bakers and grain merchants and popular price-fixing.
The situation, resulting from a poor harvest, had been aggravated by the
government’s lifting of all previous restrictions on the grain trade. A similar
unfortunate coincidence of poor harvest and abolition of controls occurred
in Spain in 1765; the result was hoarding and widespread panic in the spring
of 1766 in which bread prices rose in many towns by a half or more. Mobs
10,000 strong rampaged through Madrid, their example encouraging almost
seventy outbreaks in provincial towns in the ensuing months.” In 1773
there were extensive bread riots in Palermo, and 1789 witnessed them in
Barcelona and Paris. Reveillon’s factory was sacked, not in an industrial
dispute, but because he had publicly approved wage-rates that were inade-
quate in the famine conditions of that spring. This was a horrible misunder-
standing; he had been speaking of rates that ought to be adequate rather
than ones that actually were. The hungry populace did not appreciate such
fine distinctions, mistaking his sympathy for indifference. Yet behind the
stern and repressive face they presented against all disorder, local authorities
were often sympathetic to the grievances of bread rioters and pressed strongly
for subsidized prices.
The people are not wrong to complain [wrote a Bordeaux magistrate after
bread riots in the city in 1773] they are in no state to pay for their bread. . .
their normal remark is to say we prefer to die on a gibbet rather than die of
hunger, it’s shorter. Think how impossible it is to calm the progress of
sedition, above all when it has a cause as general and imperative as feelings
of hunger or only the fear of famine. It is wisest to end it all by ways of
gentleness and charity. . .Why insist on keeping up the price of bread?. . .As
for me, I confess, it seems to me that in a country where taxes are carried to
excess, the king is bound to assure his subjects the only thing they have left:
their lives.'

Though not as frequent as industrial disputes or bread riots, tax riots were
often bigger and more spectacular. Sometimes grievances over rising taxes
brought whole cities out in open rebellion, such as Rennes and Bordeaux in
1675, when Louis XIV crowned a decade of increases with a stamp duty on
all public paper. The populace was led, or at least not discouraged, in its
protests by the magistrates of the local parlements, who were later exiled for
long periods to smaller and less inflammable towns. In 1733 parliament was

® See L. Rodriguez, “The Spanish Riots of 1766°, Past and Present 59 (1973).

' Quoted in W. Doyle, The Parlement of Bordeaux and the End of the Old Regime
1771-90 (1974), 205.
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so intimidated by London riots against proposals to extend excise duties
that Walpole’s government dropped the idea for fear of losing its parliamentary
support. Another explosive issue was religion. Mobs in London in 1708 and
1715, and in Birmingham in 1791, attacked the chapels and houses of Pro-
testant dissenters in the name of ‘Church and King’. In the 1670s Catholics
had been the object of attack, as they were in the Gordon riots of 1780.
On this occasion parliament’s rejection of a petition against recently granted
concessions to Catholics triggered off a week of disorder in which the main
prisons and the houses of public figures were attacked and burned. The out-
break, the worst and most extensive disorder in any European city in the
century before 1789, was only put down by troops at the cost of 285 killed,
173 wounded, 25 hanged, and 12 imprisoned.

Yet few urban riots were a matter of only a single issue. Anti-Catholic
demonstrations such as those of 1780 were directed as much against foreigners,
the Irish, and the rich, as against Catholics as such. The Porteous riots in
Edinburgh in 1736 began (in their support for convicted smugglers) as a
protest again taxation, but when troops fired on the crowd they were trans-
formed into a demonstration against the authorities and the alien English
government they represented. The Madrid riots of 1766 blamed the alien
minister Squillace not just for higher bread prices, but for the renewal of
abandoned regulations against wearing the traditional Spanish clothing of
cloaks and wide-brimmed hats. The only clear common feature of riots is
that they were against change. Mobs were conservative. Ho'wever oppressive
and constricting the established order, at least it represented accepted, tried,
and agreed ways of doing things. Riots were usually directed at those who
seemed to threaten these ways, whether tax-collectors or ministers who
sought to abandon price controls, or suspicious foreigners, or cheaper immi-
grant workers, or even those who rejected the established religion. The reason
for the mobs’ conservatism is evident from their composition, where it can
be reconstructed from police records. Observers usually blamed the dregs of
society—beggars, vagrants, the unemployed, criminals, and immigrants
without roots. In fact, these groups seem to have played relatively little
part in urban disturbances. Having nothing, they were largely unaffected by
taxes, bread prices, wage rates, foreign competitors, or any of the other
causes of riots. Indeed, major upheavals disrupted the flow of charity upon
which they relied. Mobs were essentially made up of people with something
to lose—skilled workers, petty tradesmen, small masters, and journeymen—
people with incomes which were just adequate, and an established position
and function in society which marked them out from the lowest of the low.
They rioted to defend an order which guaranteed their position, and against
innovations which seemed to threaten it.

The motives of rioters were seldom political, but the issues that roused
them often were. Powerful men did not scruple to manipulate mob violence
for political ends, especially in capital cities—nowhere more easily than in
London. The anti-Catholic mobs of the 1670s were encouraged by those
who wished to exclude James duke of York from succession to the throne,
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in order to intimidate parliament and the king. The riots against dissenters
in 1708 were incited by inflammatory sermons against the Whigs. The excise
riots of 1733 were encouraged by Walpole’s opponents in parliament and in
the city in the hope of bringing him down. Riots in Moscow in 1662, caused
by inflation attendant on an excess of copper coinage, were used to force the
tsar to dismiss his chief advisers. The panic caused by the French invasion of
the Dutch republic in 1672 led to riots in The Hague which culminated in the
lynching of the de Witt brothers, who had dominated the state for over twenty
years. The populace was encouraged by the Orange party, whom the de Witts
had consistently attempted during that time to exclude from power. Simi-
larly, the Madrid riots of 1766 were deliberately encouraged by some grandees
and clerics in order to terrify Charles III into dismissing not just Squillace
(in which they succeeded) but all his reforming ‘enlightened’ minsters such as
Jovellanos and Campomanes (in which they did not).

Mobs were therefore an important political tool. Their largely non-political
grievances tended to be manipulated by the powerful for their own political
ends. If in the process the rioters gained what they wanted for themselves,
that was incidental. Only in the later eighteenth century did mobs begin to
riot for their own political purposes. The clearest case was the riots in the
city state of Geneva in 1770 and 1781, part of a long-developing movement
on the part of the ordinary native-born inhabitants of the city for a degree
of participation in its oligarchic government. More ominous for the future
were the disturbances over John Wilkes in London in 1768, 1769, 1770, and
1771. Wilkes was an adventurer patronized by the city of London and various
opposition groups in parliament. Parliament’s refusal to allow his election for
Middlesex, after repeated majorities, coincided with industrial unrest following
aseries of bad harvests, and there were riots to the cry of ‘Wilkes and Liberty’.
Whether the rioters wanted anything very specific, beyond the election of
Wilkes, is doubtful. Wilkes himself cared about little but his own interests.
Yet willy-nilly he symbolized resistance to government and a parliament which
represented only a narrow oligarchy. Middlesex had one of the largest and
most broadly based electorates in England. The mobs who rioted in Wilkes’s
favour were implicitly supporting claims to a say in power for people more
like themselves.

These stirrings proved ephemeral. There was no echo of them in the far
more dangerous Gordon riots a decade later. It was the populace of French
cities, rather than of English ones, that first intervened in politics in its own
right, and with its own political aims. Even then it took the unprecedented
experience of the Revolution to stir them into action. But the example was
contagious, and the tradition of popular agitation going back to Wilkes en-
sured that England in the 1790s also rapidly acquired a popular movement
with its own political programme.

The Urban Rich: the bourgeoisie

In striking contrast to peasant revolts, urban riots caused few deaths. Most of
the casualties were caused by the forces of suppression. But urban riots often
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brought widespread and spectacular destruction of property. Riots were
seldom caused by hatred of the rich, but they provided an irresistible excuse
for venting this hatred. The most obvious targets for looting and pillaging
were the sumptuous town houses of noblemen, the visible symbols of the
ruling orders and their power. Almost as obvious, however, were the houses
and installations of other prominent citizens such as merchants, bankers, and
lawyers—the bourgeoisie. They were even more vulnerable. The noble could
discreetly withdraw to his estates, secure in the knowledge that both he and
his property were beyond the mob’s reach. Most bourgeois had no such
refuge. As the very name implied, bourgeois fortunes were fundamentally
urban. The bourgeoisie profited and prospered from urban pursuits and urban
needs. They constituted each town’s non-noble elite, dominating the town
as the nobles dominated the countryside.

Yet the bourgeoisie are notoriously hard to define and pin down. The very
name is a subject of endless controversy, for it had, and has, a variety of
different meanings. Nor does the most convenient and usual English equivalent
—‘middle class’—do justice to its subtleties. A bourgeois was a town-dweller,
but quite evidently not all town-dwellers were middle class. Many continental
towns had a legally defined group of burghers (bourgeois), usually a narrow
group of notables enjoying various privileges and qualifying for the status
mainly through heredity or great wealth. Very few members of urban middle
classes penetrated these exclusive ranks, whereas often local noblemen did.
Yet a true bourgeois was by definition not a nobleman. Nor, equally, was he
an artisan, an employee working with his hands. This leaves a broad social
range, from the richest merchant down to the modest master craftsmen, a
group which might at first sight seem to have almost nothing to bind it
together at all. In fact, however, two crucial features were common to all
bourgeois. The first was wealth. Vast though the range might be, and con-
centrated though the greatest fortunes might be in very few hands, no bourgeois
was really poor by comparison with most of the population, and even the
humblest among them could afford more than the barest necessities of life.
Secondly, the bourgeoisie were rising. Attempts are frequently made to
explain historical phenomena in terms of a rising bourgeoisie or middle class.
Such attempts ignore the fact that the bourgeoisie, by its very character, is
always rising. The bourgeoisie is social mobility in action; the wealth of its
members gives them social pretensions beyond their origins, but also the
means of fulfilling these pretensions. It is the most dynamic element in
society.

Another common idea is that in certain periods the bourgeoisie was a
new social group. It did indeed always contain a fair number of new men
and their families, but so long as there have been towns, and so long as there
have been, for example, merchants or lawyers, there has been a bourgeoisie.
So it is not the appearance of a bourgeoisie, or its ‘rise’ that the historian
needs to look for. The significant movements are its expansion in numbers or
in wealth; the inclusion of unprecedented elements in its ranks; and above
all the emergence of a collective class-consciousness to make the bourgeoisie
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see itself no longer as a group of travellers between one social situation and
another, but as a class in its own right, with its own permanent interests.
None of this happened in Europe between 1660 and 1800, but the beginnings
of all three processes were apparent by the later eighteenth century.

Because they are so hard to define, the bourgeoisie are equally hard to
enumerate. One fact is clear: like the towns which spawned them, they were
far more numerous in the west than in the east. In the west they outnumbered
the nobility and the ruling orders in the population as a whole. In England,
where the nobility or its equivalent accounted for between 1 and 1% per cent,
the non-agricultural middle ranks of society made up just under 9 per cent in
1688, rising to around 15 percentin 1803.In France in 1789 atleast 2,300,000
bourgeois made up 84 per cent of the population, while in Spain the pro-
portion may have been 10 or 11 per cent. In contrast, the Russian bourgeoisie
accounted for only 2% per cent in 1762, or half the size of the nobility. In
Hungary it probably did not reach 2 per cent. Where bourgeois were con-
centrated, in the towns themselves, their proportion of the entire population
was inevitably higher; in France, for instance, it could be anything between
15 and 40 per cent. Finally, it seems clear that the numbers and wealth of the
bourgeoisie expanded. The English middle class, as we have seen, grew over
the eighteenth century by more than a half. Its share of the national income
grew from around 20 per cent in 1688 to over 40 per cent in 1803.!! Com-
parable statistics are not available for other countries, but some French
historians believe that the bourgeoisie of their country might have almost
tripled in size between 1660 and 1789.!% Its wealth undoubtedly increased
too, owing primarily to the growth of trade with the rest of the world in the
later eighteenth century.

For trade was the motor of the bourgeoisie. Every bourgeois family made
its initial fortune in trade, the only way to accumulate capital rapidly. The
archetypal bourgeois was a merchant, and the colonial boom of the eighteenth
century saw a rapid growth of the mercantile communities in such cities as
Barcelona, Cadiz, Bordeaux, Marseilles, Nantes, Bristol, Glasgow, Cork, and
Hamburg. Economic expansion also brought the appearance of new bourgeois
groups. Manufacturers for instance, were a category not recognized by the
demographer Gregory King when he surveyed the English population in
1688; yet by the end of the next century they accounted for at least 4 per
cent of the English bourgeoisie and 23 per cent of its wealth. The calico
manufacturers of Barcelona, classed as ‘idlers’ by tax officials at a loss for a
definition, were numerous enough to form a professional association in 1772,
and cotton manufacturers followed their example in 1799. Even in France,
where noble capital predominated in mining and metallurgy, most large-
scale enterprises in the paper and textile industries were under bourgeois
control. In the greater seaports and capital cities, financiers and bankers

"' These and other figures for England are calculated from the estimates in H. Perkin,
The Origins of Modern English Society 1780—1880 (1969), 20—1.

2 E. Labrousse in Histoire économique et sociale de la France, 11 1660—1789.
(1970), 711.
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were also of growing importance. There was certainly nothing new about
bourgeois lending money to governments; but as the cost and scale of govern-
ment activities mounted, and fiscal systems were subjected to increasing
strains, they became dependent on credit as never before. As early as the
mid-seventeenth century financiers were an important section of the Dutch
bourgeoisie, the only rivals in Europe of the local nobility in wealth and
power. In the eighteenth century, while Dutch trade stagnated and then
declined, Dutch financiers continued to flourish and invest in foreign govern-
ments. The wars of Louis XIV created unparalleled opportunities in France
for lending to the government and provisioning its forces, making bourgeois
capital an essential part of the machinery of government. From the 1690s
England took on similar burdens; a substantial ‘funded interest’ grew up,
centred on the Bank of England and deriving its revenues from government
stock and contracting.

The wealth of all these groups was mainly liquid, fundamentally different
from the largely proprietary fortunes of the ruling orders. This is not to say
that it was much more easily realizable. Apart from those of manufacturers
or shipowners, with their extensive and costly equipment, assets tended to
be largely invisible, tied up in stocks, credits, and negotiable paper. Nor was
affluence evenly spread. The bulk of bourgeois wealth, like that of the
nobility, was concentrated in very few hands. Each town had one or two
fabulously rich notables—such as Georges Roux of Marseilles, Francois
Bonnaffé of Bordeaux, or John Glassford of Glasgow—standing above the
merely comfortably off ranks of their fellow bourgeois. Except in capital
cities, where there were abnormal concentrations of very wealthy financiers
and bankers, only such rare individuals had fortunes comparable to those of
greater nobles. But almost everywhere there were many nobles poorer than
the poorest bourgeois—often indebted to bourgeois too. In these circumstances
the latter could be forgiven for thinking their own way of life and outlook
superior to that of society’s self-styled leaders.

The differences were clear. Nobles extolled idleness, despising trade and
productive activity. The bourgeois by contrast worked for his money. Nobles
were expected to live spectacularly and spend generously; the bourgeois
virtues were sobriety, discretion, and thrift. How else could they have amassed
their fortunes? Some historians argue that changes in artistic fashion in the
eighteenth century reflected the increasing importance of more earnest and
sober bourgeois values. The subtle and reflective novel supplanted the heroic
epic; the moralizing domestic drama challenged classical tragedies and amoral
comedies; everyday subjects began to rival the historical and mythological
themes for painting favoured by noble patrons. The Enlightenment itself,
some claim, was largely the elaboration of a bourgeois world view which
demanded that everything should be justifiable in practical terms. Most
philosophes, like most writers and painters, were unambiguously middle-
class: but they always had been. And if all this represented a counter-culture,
there is little evidence that the nobility regarded it as a threat to its own
values, and nobles willingly promoted the new movements with their patronage.
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Nor did writers and artists themselves reject or even attempt to avoid the
notice of the ruling orders. A much clearer sign of cultural class-consciousness
among the bourgeoisie was in religion, where large numbers dissented from
established creeds. Many British merchants and manufacturers were Baptists,
Congregationalists, or Quakers, and nearly all the trading community of
Ireland were either Presbyterians or Roman Catholics. The bourgeoisie of
certain southern French cities, such as Montauban, Nimes, or Montpellier was
dominated by Protestants, while French government finances were increasingly
dependent upon Protestant bankers based in Switzerland. In Germany and
eastern Europe, much of the trade and finance of major cities such as Ham-
burg, Berlin, or Frankfurt was in the hands of Jews, who were also important
in western commercial and financial centres like Amsterdam. Often the
religion dictated the occupation. Jews and other religious dissidents were
usually debarred from all positions of public power and responsibility, so that
only trade and finance were left. But if these policies were intended to bring
dissidents into conformity, they largely failed; indeed they helped to awaken
the dissidents before other groups to the social and political injustices of
established regimes. It was hardly a coincidence that some of the most vocal
leaders of bourgeois political aspirations in both England and France in the
1780s and 1790s were members of religious minority groups.

Yet when all is said, the evidence for the evolution of a distinct bourgeois
class-consciousness before the 1789s is scanty, and often speculative. Nor
does it compare in weight or clarity with evidence the other way—the obvious
desire of most bourgeois to abandon their status and enter the nobility.

To be a merchant, wrote a merchant of Dunkirk in 1701, is to be looked on
with contempt. . .So the merchant leaves his trade to withdraw to the country-
side or buys himself an office to get out of this slavery. And if he does not,
children who have seen the treatment their fathers have received get out
themselves, spending on offices or land the money which would have re-
mained in commerce, if they had found there the necessary protection and
some marks of distinction which would have shielded them from the con-
tempt which they meet with.!?

Almost everywhere the social élite despised trade as base and degrading.
The principle was under constant attack, whether in books such as Savary’s
Perfect Trader (1675) or Coyer’s Trading Nobility (1756) or through in-
numerable attempts by governments to repeal or amend laws against dero-
gation. But the impact was minimal. The ruling orders continued to impose
their prejudices on society as a whole, and most of the bourgeoisie, as their
behaviour shows, accepted them. No sooner had they made their fortune in
trade, than they rushed to invest it, not in expanding their business, but in
social climbing.

Not all bourgeois were merchants or financiers. A very important sector
of the bourgeoisie were what we now term ‘professional men’—some teachers,
some doctors, many government servants, and innumerable lawyers. The very

* Quoted in P. Sagnac, La Formation de la société francaise moderne (1945-6),
i. 162.
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cost of training for these professions meant that their members were usually
already at least second-generation bourgeois—sons of trader fathers who chose
to place their families on the ladder of respectability as soon as even the
lowest rung was within reach. The opportunities were abundant enough, for
these groups too were expanding. The growth in governmental power and
ambitions led to an expansion in the number of civil servants. The growth of
trade itself expanded the ‘professional’ bourgeoisie to handle its growing
legal and administrative needs. Even in commercial cities the trading element
often found itself outnumbered and usually forced to share the responsibility
of municipal government with lawyers. The ‘professional’ element pre-
dominated in inland capitals such as Berlin, Vienna, or Madrid, or provincial
judicial centres such as Toulouse and Dijon. Nowhere was the ‘professional’
bourgeoisie better established than in France, where the proliferation of
offices marketed by a loan-hungry government constantly siphoned off most
new bourgeois wealth and talent from trade. Eventually, around the 1730s,
new offices ceased to sell owing to the saturation of the market. But 51,000
remained in circulation, the classic vehicle of social mobility right down
to 1789.

To abandon trade for an office or profession meant reinvesting capital in
something more respectable, something that moved the bourgeois towards the
noble ideal of living off unearned revenues. Annuities or government stock
were a first step: in France, England, and especially in the Dutch republic
thousands of bourgeois derived the bulk of their revenue from rentes or ‘the
funds’, at low but reliable rates of interest. In this they were already half
way to ‘living nobly’, since many nobles had money invested in this way.
But since nobody could convincingly live nobly without owning land, even-
tually socially ambitious bourgeois would turn their thoughts in this direction.
Often they began by buying up urban properties, and the typical bourgeois
usually owned more town houses than the one he lived in. Then came the
great step of purchasing estates in the countryside, the final renunciation of
origins, the ultimate acceptance of noble values. Nobles were often far from
flattered, seeing the invasion of the land market by moneyed townsmen as a
threat to their own position. Yet they could not stem the flow; indeed, they
were often prepared to marry the well-endowed daughters of the newcomers
in order to maintain a hold on their own properties. The failure of the burghers
of Holland to develop into or supplant the local nobility, even though they
outshone them, is largely explained by the lack of available land around their
cities. Elsewhere, the immediate surroundings of prosperous cities were
largely bought up by bourgeois aspiring to become nobles or gentry. In
France in 1789 the bourgeoisie owned between 20 and 30 per cent of all
land. This by itself was not enough to ennoble them, as it almost was in
England where three generations of possession conventionally made a gentle-
man. But it was an essential prerequisite for total acceptance into a status
which could then easily be acquired at law simply by purchasing an ennobling
office.

Inevitably, the bourgeoisie were not popular with other groups. They
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outbade both peasants and poor nobles in land sales; they lent money and then
ruthlessly foreclosed if debtors fell into arrears; they paid their workers low
wages and used violence to break strikes. In short their dynamism was a
socially disruptive force. Yet, paradoxically, nothing was further from the
minds of most bourgeois than disturbing the established order of things.
Bourgeois, as their wealth, comfort, or freedom of action showed, were doing
well out of society. They largely accepted its values and had no interest in
changing it. They were insulated by their wealth from the fears, anxieties, and
pressures that animated the mob, which they feared and despised with all the
vehemence of the ruling orders themselves. For both groups, the highest
political virtues were order and stability.

Yet bourgeois had their dissatisfactions. To accept (as their eagerness to
escape showed they did) the inferiority of their own position meant accepting a
good deal of gratuitous snobbery and unpleasantness from nobles. And this
could only be borne so long as every good bourgeois had the expectation that
he or his family would continue to rise. But as the eighteenth century progressed
there were signs that this was becoming harder. In Great Britain, the Dutch re-
public, and Switzerland the new rich found themselves excluded from urban
government by closed oligarchies of better-established families. The strength of
entails and improving agricultural profits restricted the amount of land available
to promote social mobility. In France moves to exclude one sort of noble, for
example, from the armed forces, in order to benefit other institutions, seemed
to be directed against socially ambitious bourgeois. All these developments dis-
turbed the rich commoner’s confidence that his industry would receive its ulti-
mate reward in social promotion and raised questions about the justice of the
existing order. Yet at least he had got rich. Many of the middling and lesser
‘professional’ bourgeois did not even have that to console them. Often their
families had abandoned trade without sufficient capital to ensure continued
social promotion once the initial transfer to a more respectable livelihood was
made. They found themselves marooned in relatively unprofitable positions,
too poor torise yet too proud to go back. In France, the saturation of the office-
market had produced too many offices and consequently too little work and
too little revenue. Unprofitable offices were unsalable. Such circumstances pro-
duced intense frustration, not to mention envy of those fellow bourgeois who
had stayed in trade and could now buy themselves the ultimate respectability—
noble status—without trouble or effort. Like lesser nobles, ‘professional’
bourgeois hated and mistrusted the power of naked wealth to undermine
and dissolve all the certainties and values they respected and lived by. And
like the very mob they despised, they were opposed to the forces of change.
Yet such conservatism bred change in itself—in this case the first emergence
of a coherent political class-consciousness during the crisis of 1788-9.
The anti-aristocratic creed of equal political rights and careers open to the
talents did not originate among merchants, financiers, or capitalists. It arose
from the bitter, depressed, uncommercial bourgeoisie, the overabundant
petty lawyers and office-holders, whose aspirations the old order had fostered
but had been unable to gratify.









7. Religion and the Churches

The lines dividing western Europe into Catholic and Protestant in 1660
had not changed significantly in 1800. France, Spain, Italy, the Habsburg
‘dominions, Poland, and southern Germany wer{?m 1ot Gieal_Brifain, the
United Provinces, northern Germany, and Scandinavia were Mtestant Hin
one form or another. Russia and certain nelghbourlng territories observed
their own variant on Greek Orthodoxy. In 1660, however, France harboured
an important Protestant minority, Poland an Orthodox one, Protestant
Holland was in fact half Catholic, and in Ireland Protestant England ruled an
ovemhelmlngly Catholic population. Such dissident communities were pro-

-—foundly mistrusted by governments, associated as they were with civil wars
and attempts for over a century to change the established order. Only in the
United Provinces, where a Protestant government ruled a fairly evenly divided
population, was toleration implemented with any goodwill and even there
formal laws forbade Roman practices.

The religious division of Europe was fundamental. It represented not only
different interpretations of Christian doctrine and practice; by 1660 these
differences had hardened into historical traditions with a power of their own.
The most vivid contrasts of all appeared in everyday matters—between the
Latin liturgy and elaborate ceremonial of the Roman rite and the vernacular
sobriety of Protestant worship, between celibate Roman priests and the
married ministers of Protestantism and Orthodoxy, with their clerical dynasties;
and between the monasticism of Catholic and Orthodox Europe and its
conspicuous absence elsewhere. In France in the eighteenth century there
were 125,000 clergy, in Spain 170,000; in Sweden by contrast there were
14,000, and England may have had a similar number. The difference was
accounted for by regular orders. Protestantism was further distinguished
by its very diversity. The Lutheranism of Germany and Scandinavia, for all
that it had in common with the Church of England, entertained no formal
links with it. The Calvinist Presbyterians of Scotland, Holland, and Geneva
were unsure whether Catholics or their own less extreme Protestant brethren
were the more in error; while in Holland, parts of Germany, and England
there was a multiplicity of minor sects, sharing with the Jews scattered
throughout Europe the burden of the hostilities and suspicions of the majority.

The common basis of these very diverse groups lay in practising, believing
congregations. Most people believed in a supernatural world with which the
idea of God could be identified. Whether they knew clearly what this implied
is more doubtful. ‘Enlightened’ thinkers called.religion superstition, a charge
unfair to saints, scholars, and mystics. Yet it described the religion of most
Christians with much justice.
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152 Enlightenment 7 .
Popular Religion (A )
The Reformation, by dividing Europe into various alterqagy_g _creeds, made
all religious authorities more determined to control the faithful. Their efforts
were supported by secular political authorities, well aware that firm religious
establishments consolidated their own power. The key to control was the
parish; in Protestant and Catholic Europe alike the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries brought a renewed emphasis upon parochial observances
such as regular attendance at the sacraments, Sunday churchgoing, and
catechizing children by resident clergy. Yet whether all this resulted in
greater understanding and spiritual awareness on the part of ordinary
parishioners remains problematical. In the countryside at least the period
after 1660 was certainly an age of observance. But was it an age of faith?

The question is notoriously difficult, especially for Catholic Europe.
Protestant churches, with their vernacular liturgy, emphasis on Bible-reading,
and greater degree of lay participation in services, were able to soak their
members in the language and ideas of religion, so that even if official ob-
servances fell into relative neglect, revival movements aroused an immediate
and understanding response. Catholicism depended for its impact upon deeds
rather than words. The impact on the popular mind of the veneration of
saints, images, and relics, of processions and pilgrimages to holy places,
might be even stronger than that of Bible-reading; but it was far less distinct
from magic, and doctrinal ignorance was the despair of evangelizing clergy.
‘In respect of religion, articles of faith,” wrote a Flemish priest of his late
seventeenth century flock, ‘there is not one of them able to contradict the
preaching they hear; but some still keep old errors in their hearts, which
they could only defend on the grounds that their fathers told them so, but
which they defend tooth and nail’.! The most deep-rooted popular faith in
1660 was in what the educated were already beginning to regard as super-
stitions—magic, omens, and witches.

The clergy encouraged this tendency by equating natural phenomena with
the action of God. Omens, like the comet of 1680, were interpreted as signs
of impending disaster throughout Europe. Natural calamities, such as the
Marseilles plague of 1720, the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, or local floods
or harvest failures, were all seen as divine retribution on the sinful. Sin was
the work of the Devil. All this emphasized that the supernatural powers
intervened in worldly affairs. In Catholic and Orthodox countries the faithful
were encouraged not only to seek but to expect such intervention in their
everyday lives in the form of miracles effected by the protective or curative
powers of relics, images, pilgrimages, or saintly intercession. The touch of an
English or French king was supposed miraculously to cure scrofula, ‘the
King’s Evil’—though hygienic British monarchs abandoned the practice after
1714. Frequent resort by priests to exorcism emphasized that there were
evil as well as good supernatural forces. It was hardly surprising then that
when church magic failed them, the credulous should turn to the rival services

! Quoted in J. Delumeau, Le Catholicisme entre Luther et Voltaire (1971), 206.
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of the Devil. Nor had the Reformation necessarily freed Protestantism of
these tendencies, but it did preach the virtues and rewards of self-help, where-
as recourse to magic resulted from a sense of human powerlessness. By 1660
belief in magic and the-Devil-were-probably less powerful in Protestant parts
than elsewhere, but there was a fairly continuous and continent-wide decline
in-the pr prestige of all occult forces throughout the period. Intellectuals grew
more sceptical of supernatural interventions in the natural world. Some of
this scepticism filtered down; expanding technology brought the environment
more obviously under human control, making recourse to the supernatural
seem less necessary. By 1660 belief in witches was on the point of decline
throughout western Europe, which, unlike the east, had been swept by a
‘witch craze’ over the previous two centuries. The causes of this decline were
complex and are still a matter of debate. The strengthening of parochial
control was undoubtedly important, for with heresy and witchcraft linked in
people’s minds, when the one was excluded, so was the other. The spread of
toleration over the eighteenth century taught people that dissident beliefs or
practices were not to be feared. Alleged witches were often poor beggars who
had been refused alms by better-off people who in their turn subsequently
suffered misfortune. Their accusations were the product of superstitious guilt.
But with the growth in public poor relief the obligation of private charity
shrank, and accordingly the occasions for accusation diminished. Significantly,
the witch craze had never secured a firm hold in Spain or Italy, where monastic
charity was extensive and the Inquisition had kept heresy under iron control.
Above all perhaps, judges grew increasingly sceptical of evidence in witch-
craft trials, and reluctant to convict. A French edict of 1682 defined magic
and witchcraft as crimes, but crimes of deception. In 1736 the crime itself
was abolished in Great Britain, and by 1750 trials had become universally
very rare. Such developments did not of themselves change popular men-
talities, nor was the jurisprudence of all countries so advanced. Numerous
alleged witches were executed in Scotland in the early 1660s, in Sweden
and south Germany in the 1670s, and there were occasional executions in
Poland and Switzerland as late as the 1780s. Even in England a ‘witch’
could be lynched by a mob in 1751. But when witchcraft ceased to be a
crime the motive of retribution behind most accusations could not be satisfied.
Judicial scepticism was increasingly shared by all educated men, and as
powerful men who did not believe in witches refused their support to those
who did, such attitudes spread. ‘In this part of the country’, wrote a traveller
in the Scottish Highlands in 1769, ‘the notion of witchcraft is quite lost; it
was observed to cease almost immediately on the repeal of the witch act; a
proof what a dangerous instrument it was in the hands of the vindictive,
or of the credulous.’? 'Even if popular superstition and talk of witches re-
mained widespread in 1800, its horrific manifestation in torture, violence,
and burning had been curbed. Besides, the political intensity of the previous
decade had turned popular hostility and suspicion in new directions.

* Quoted in A.J. Youngson (ed.), Beyond the Highland Line (1974), 135.
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One of the strengths of religion was its power to impart a sense of group
or political identity. Mobs which cared nothing for theological differences ran
wild with sectarian frenzy against members of dissenting creeds. The Jews,
who had suffered from such sentiments long ‘before the Reformation, con-
tinued to do so. The Inquisition enjoyed popular support in Spain and
Portugal in its attempts at a systematic elimination of Jews from the peninsula,
and the influx of Iberian refugees to France and England fanned old gentile
hostility. In 1753 the British government was forced by mob action to withdraw
a bill giving Jews civil rights. But since the Reformation rival groups of
Christians attracted the most hostility. The anti-Catholicism of the London
populace was notorious. Fear of it paralysed Charles II's government for
much of the 1670s, when rumours of a ‘Popish Plot’ to overturn the Protestant
state held too strong a popular grip to be safely scorned. In 1780 proposals
to relax the penal laws against Catholics provoked the Gordon riots. In
Languedoc, where Protestantism remained strong even after the revocation
of the Edict of Nantes, the Catholic population was often seized with hysteria
against the dissident minority, especially in times of natural calamity or war
against the Protestant powers. It was in such conditions that the most famous
judicial martyr of the eighteenth century, the Protestant Jean Calas, was
executed at Toulouse in 1762; while the political emancipation of the Pro-
testants of Nimes and Montauban in 1789 sowed the seeds of Catholic
counter-revolution. Religion was an even closer binding element for perse-
cuted minorities. When Louis XIV’s attacks on the Languedoc Protestants
threatened their whole cultural and psychological life at a time of economic
recession, their reaction was violent. Imbued with the certainty of the coming
Apocalypse by inflaimmatory sermons and convulsing prophets, they broke
into a fanatical rebellion which tied down a full-scale army between 1702
and 1705, and did much to perpetuate and intensify the fears of their Catholic
neighbours. Even more spectacular was the grip of Old Belief in Russia.
The attempts made in the 1650s and 1660s by the church hierarchy, with
state support, to revise liturgical practice along Greek lines provoked a schism
which spread beyond the ranks of the clergy.> Old Believers regarded strict
adherence to every detail of the old practices as an essential sign of their
Russian identity, and of the special place occupied by Russia and its church
in God’s design. They resisted with fanaticism all attempts to impose con-
formity, their ideas playing an important part in popular opposition to
authority throughout the eighteenth century and beyond.

Everywhere the educated men who ruled society scorned such * nthus1asm
but they feared it too. It drew on reserves of energy that governments were
seldom able to tap. Yet these same educated men did much to make enthusiasm
uncontrollable, especially in Protestant countries, when they insisted through
the official voice of the established churches that God did not regularly inter-
vene to work miracles in individual lives like some benevolent magician.
The ‘natural religion’ so fashionable in the eighteenth century? * elevated God

3 See below, p. 161-3. -
4 See below, p. 196-9.
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to_a higher but infinitely remote plane, as the creator and the ultimate
rewarder of the faithful and the virtuous, but not as a personal-force. The
disappearance of the divine magician left an emotional void which natural
religion could not fill. Enthusiasm did. Not only, therefore, did it occur
among religious minorities under pressure, but also among popular masses
for whom established religious practices had lost much of their meaning.
German Pietism, for instance, began in the 1670s as a closely disciplined and
academic revival of the Lutheran spiritual life. Intensive preaching and Bible
study led individuals through traumas of spiritual doubt to the acceptance of
Christ as their personal Saviour. Through courts and universities these doctrines
evangelized nobles and clergy. Zinzendorf, founder of the Moravians, was a
product of Pietist education, but he led them beyond its limits. Acceptance
of personal salvation led to a blind reliance on divine providence; Moravian
communities took their decisions by lot or by opening the Bible at random,
yet the number of religious renewals made by the Moravian example through-
out Protestant Europe and in North America testifies to the emotional
appeal of a religion of the heart. Most famous among those influenced by the
Moravians was the indefatigable John Wesley, who founded Methodism in
England in a long lifetime of preaching salvation through the personal love of
Christ. Methodists believed that God constantly intervened in individual
affairs, if not by miracles, then by providence. It was God’s work, reflected
Wesley, that the guns of Newcastle trained to repel the Scotch rebels in 1745
were aimed to miss the suburban house where he was staying, yet so directed
too ‘that none could come near our house . . . without being torn in pieces’.’
Wesley also preached belief in the Devil, demons, and a medicine hardly
distinguishable from ancient magic. Thousands heard him, and his meetings
often witnessed scenes of mass religious hysteria which characterized en-
thusiasm at its most alarming. By the second half of the eighteenth century
Methodism had been organized by Wesley into the most vigorous and well-
managed religious group in England; the 356 chapels built by 1784 in areas
scarcely served by the established church bore witness to its popular appeal.
Catholic Europe was far less fertile ground for enthusiasm. Even the anti-
intellectual Moravians and Methodists needed a basis of biblical literacy for
their growth. Nevertheless spectacular outbreaks did occur. When in the early
1730s the French Government began for the first time in fifteen years re-
solutely to persecute Jansenist clergy, they responded by predicting the
Apocalypse; and the people of Paris were profoundly impressed in 1731 by
reputed miracles, prophesyings, convulsions, and holy rollings at the tomb of
a Jansenist deacon in the cemetery of Saint-Médard. A worried government
ended the popular sensation by closing the cemetery, but ‘convulsionism’
remained fashionable behind closed doors.

Educated _men - were -disgusted. The scenes at Saint-Médard convinced
Diderot of the absurdity and indignity of religious-fanaticism. Orthodox

Lutheran clergy drove Zinzendorf from several German cousts before he

S Journal of John Wesley, Sunday 22 Aug. 1745.
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set up a separate Moravian community. Anglican clergy closed their churches
to Wesley (incidentally assuring him larger audiences in the open air). In this
way popular religious sentiments, strong yet uprooted, were denied an
established place in society, to become a force for spectacular disruption in
unsettled times.

Established Religion

The failure to harness enthusiasm was ironic, for established churches were
nothing if not instruments of control. ‘What could exist without a dominant
religion?’ asked Empress Maria Theresa.® ‘Toleration and indifference are
exactly the surest ways of destroying the established order. What else is there
to harness bad instincts?. . .Nothing is so necessary and beneficial as re-
ligion. . .If there were no state religion and submission to the church, where
would we be?” In 1660 Europe looked back on a century and a half of
bitter religious warfare, a melancholy legacy which suggested two possible
and diverse conclusions. Either religious divisions should be tolerated, or they
should be eliminated. Attempts at this second solution had been responsible
for much of the carnage in earlier years, yet it died hard. Not until the later
eighteenth century did toleration, rather than discrimination against dissenting
minorities, begin to appear more likely to promote religious harmony.

Every state had an established church, most enjoying a legal monopoly
of public worship. Citizens were by definition its members, whatever other
sect they individually professed to subscribe to. The religious wars had
determined what churches should be established, and even in those areas
in which the outcome was still unsettled in 1660, within thirty years the
situation had clarified. In 1685 France’s Protestant minority was shorn of its
privileged constitutional position and legally obliterated; while the downfall
of James II and VII in 1689 resulted in the final consolidation of Anglicanism
(shakily restored in 1660) in England and Ireland, and its abandonment in
Scotland. Not until the French republic officially renounced religious re-
sponsibilities in September 1794 were there any further changes in the
religious affiliation of states.

The function of an established church was to uphald the established order.
Established churches monopolized civil ceremonies such as baptism, marriage,
and burial. They enumerated people for taxation. Notices promulgated at
Sunday services were the main means by which governments notified the
illiterate governed of their intentions or requirements. The clergy also played
the predominant role in pursuing and repressing subversive ideas. In 1660
the only state without an official and active apparatus of censorship was the
Dutch republic, where the central power was weak, with true authority in the
hands of innumerable local authorities of very diverse persuasions. The lapse
of the English Licensing Act in 1694 signified the end of most censorship in
Great Britain, but elsewhere the grip of authority remained strong. In France
censorship was shared between the government, the courts, and the Sorbonne

¢ Quoted in A. Latreille, L Eglise catholique et la révolution frangaise (1946) i. 45.
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(the Paris Faculty of Theology), none of which was noted for religious
liberalism; but conflicts between them allowed more free expression than
under more monolithic regimes. But in Austria the Jesuits dominated successive
institutions of censorship until 1759, and from 1752 an official Catalogue of
Prohibited Books was issued. In Italy the papal inquisition regularly issued an
Index of prohibited works theoretically binding on all Catholics. Yet the Index
was also a convenient guide to subversive literature, and the inquisition was not
allowed to operate in France or the Austrian empire. Even in Italy its efficiency
was uncertain. ‘Freedom of thought on religious matters’, wrote a French
traveller in 1739, ‘and sometimes even freedom of speech is at least as great in
Rome. . .asin any town I know.”” The same could not be said of Spain, Portugal,
or their empires, where native inquisitions wielded semi-autonomous secret
police powers and issued their own, more stringent /ndex. Almost any con-
ceivable unorthodoxy could be given a religious twist in order to interest the
inquisition. Indeed, with the final extinction in Spain of the persecuted Jewish
community, completed by about 1730, the inquisition found itself increasingly
committed against the spread of foreign ideas of a completely secular nature.
This, rather than an increasingly tolerant spirit, explains the decline in its more
spectacular activities, such as heretic burning, over the eighteenth century.

Above all, the established churches controlled. public_education. At the
popular level, often the only education available was the rudimentary cate-
chizing of the local priest or pastor. The public schools at which the rich and
powerful were educated were managed by the clergy. Until the 1760s the
ruling orders of Catholic Europe were largely educated by the Jesuits or by
rival but less extensive teaching orders such as the Piarists or Oratorians.
Since one of the main functions of universities was to train prospective
clergy, they were bastions of orthodoxy. It was no coincidence that the
ideas that did most to undermine accepted values flourished and were dis-
seminated where the clerical grip on public education was weak, as in the
Dutch republic, or in private institutions with no public standing. The English
Tories, styling themselves the ‘church party’, saw such dangers clearly enough
when they attempted in the Schism Act of 1713 to subject private dissenting
academies, a mushroom growth since the Toleration Act of 1689 and already
the most vigorous force in English education, to episcopal control. Only a
change of government forestalled them. ‘Everybody’, wrote a French cleric in
1753, ‘who keeps particular masters at home can have his family taught the
most dangerous opinions with impunity. . .make them imbibe their poison
to the dregs, and instead of leaving Christian children to religion and sub-
missive subjects to the crown, they will merely leave behind them rebels in
heart and soul, atheists in conduct and belief.’”® How far the radical frame
of mind of young revolutionaries in the 1790s was created by the educational
chaos which followed the expulsion and dissolution of the Jesuits from
Catholic Europe in the 1760s and 1770s remains to be measured. But the
effect was surely substantial.

7 Y. Florenne (ed.), Le Président de Brosses (1964), 132.
8 Quoted in J. Lough, The Encyclopédie, (1971), 269.
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If the churches educated and sapported the ruhpg orders the latter in
injunction of St. Paul: ‘Obey them that have the rule over you and submit
yourselves.”” In the last analysis the men of property who ruled society
determined which creed should prevail, as James II and VII found when he
attempted to impose his own Catholicism on England and Scotland. The
Calvinist monarchs of Brandenburg in contrast carefully refrained from
disturbing the Lutheran practices of their nobility and peasants. So did the
Catholic electors of Saxony. But the involvement of the ruling orders in the
established churches was more than ideological. They often owned ecclesiastical
patronage, especially in Protestant countries, inherited from dissolved
monasteries. They used it to provide for their relatives and clients. In Catholic
Europe monasteries retained numerous impropriated livings, but here too aris-
tocratic control was complete, since the inmates of the richest monasteries,
nunneries, and chapters were usually nobles. In France the nobility practically
monopolized the bench of bishops: in the 1780s a quarter of the episcopate
was in the hands of thirteen families. The established churches were in a sense
a gigantic system of support for noble families, although in a clerically over-
populated country such as Spain (2 per cent of the population) there was
plenty of room for other classes too. In Russia, where the clergy married
and benefices passed by inheritance, the clergy had few aristocratic links.
In Protestant countries, where clerics were often also the sons of clerics,
lay control of patronage ensured that the church remained at the disposal
of needy nobles whenever necessary.

Church and nobility derived their wealth from the same source—Iand The
church owned about one-tenth of the land in France (mainly concentrated
in much higher proportions in the north and east), and about three-eighths
in Austria. In Russia it owned almost 1,000,000 serfs. The greatest proprietors
were monasteries, their disappearance in Protestant countries bringing a
drastic fall in church landownership. Some Protestant prelates, like the bishop
of Durham with his booming coal revenues, were still extremely rich, but the
churches in general were not, and accordingly enjoyed even less independence
of secular power. Thus paradoxically Protestant churches with little to give
enjoyed no special fiscal exemptions (the Church of England gave up its right
of self-taxation in 1664), while the immensely rich Catholic church enjoyed
advantages and exemptions almost everywhere. Once in the undying grip of
the church, however, property enjoyed these benefits for ever. Governments
grew increasingly hostile to the extension of mortmain; it was prohibited in
France in 1749 and in Austria in 1767, although in Spain such measures never
got beyond the stage of impassioned discussion. In Russia bequeathing land
to the church was forbidden, a rule powerfully reinforced by Peter I. In
1701 Peter also took over the management of monastic revenues, and although
after his death they recovered financial autonomy, in 1764 all ecclesiastical
revenues were secularized, so that the church became totally dependent on

° Hebrews 13: 17.
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the state for its income. If Joseph II had lived long enough, he might have
forced through a similar comprehensive reduction of the church’s indepen-
dence in Austria. Ruling orders, however, realized that any attack on property,
no matter whose, was an attack on the sanctity of the principle itself, and
were reluctant to approve such a dangerous example.

It is true that the churches provided services as well as controls. The
standard justification for monasteries increasingly under attack was their
charitable work. Even the most rabid anti-clericals excluded from condem-
nation the charitable orders which kept hospitals and poor houses. Orders
not founded for such specific purposes confined themselves to the distri-
bution of alms, a worthy enough pursuit, but one which failed to impress
advanced thinkers. Charity, they thought, promoted idleness. In any case the
greater part of monastic wealth was not spent on such activities, but rather
on grandiose building projects and additional comfort for the lives of inmates.
Hardly any of the church’s great wealth went on a still more essential service
—the cure of souls. Parish clergy (except in Orthodox Europe) were separately
endowed with tithes, which though seldom amounting to a tenth of produce,
were levied more rigorously and precisely by 1660 than ever before. The
value of those taken in kind could only improve as prices rose. Yet often
monasteries or other ecclesiastical corporations had impropriated them, and
priests received only a proportion of their value in a fixed sum of cash, which
was far less favourable when prices rose. In France this sum (portion congrue)
remained unaltered between 1686 and 1768, although by 1786 it had been
belatedly raised by 150 per cent. To the payer the impropriation of tithes
by bodies already rich enough seemed scandalous, with tithes already a
constant irritant between priest and parishioners. In Ireland, where the vast
majority of the population repudiated the established church and paid to
maintain their own priesthood, they were particularly resented. Their collec-
tion on behalf of absentee incumbents by professional agents compounded
the grievance, which was the source of much agrarian terrorism throughout
the eighteenth century. But tithes were property and, although they did not
gladly pay their own share, the landed classes seldom questioned their
legitimacy.

Established churches taught political as-well as_social obedjence. Kings
were appointed by God and answerable only to Him. On no account should
they be resisted. The experience of the turbulent mid-seventeenth century
reinforced this lesson, and in the years following 1660 political passivity was
elevated into the highest of goods. ‘Does one not fight for legitimate authority
in suffering everything from it without protest?’, argued Bossuet, the most
eloquent spokesman of the French church, in 1681, “. . . No pretext and no
reason allows us to revolt, we must revere the Heavenly order and the character
of the Almighty in princes, whatever they do. . .their crown is untouchable;
...there lies the most assured foundation of public tranquility.’'® The
church of England made non-resistance its central doctrine until James II's

1% Quoted in A.G. Martimont, Le Gallicanisme de Bossuet (1953), 406.
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attempts to undermine its own established position in favour of Catholicism
made such an extreme standpoint untenable. When the revolution of 1688—9
showed that the doctrine only meant non-resistance to an Anglican Stuart,
the term was abandoned. In Russia in 1660 the subservience of the church
was in some doubt. The patriarch Nikon, taking advantage of his personal
hold over an impressionable young tsar, had asserted the equality of the
civil and ecclesiastical powers, and sometimes the superiority of the
latter, in his own person. And although the tsar had taken advantage of a
withdrawal by Nikon from public life in 1658 to reject his pretensions,
the struggle continued until 1667, when a council at last deposed the patriarch.
From then on the civil power steadily asserted its supremacy, and with the
abolition by Peter I of the patriarchate itself in 1721 the subordination of
the church became complete, controlled from then on by a ‘Holy Synod’,
an assembly totally under the control of the civil power, and chaired by a
layman. ‘The fatherland’, declared the Ecclesiastical Regulation which set up
this new regime, ‘need not fear from an administrative council the sedition
and disorders that proceed from the personal rule of a single church ruler. . .
when the people see that this administrative council has been established
by decree of the Monarch. . .they will remain meek, and put away any hope
of receiving aid in their rebellions from the ecclesiastical order.’!!

Why were the churches so willing to preach obedience? Because they were
controlled by governmental nominees. Everywhere bishoprics, deaneries,
and abbacies were in the gift of the state. In Catholic countries papal con-
firmation was required, and the pope could create embarrassment by refusing
it, as he did in the case of Louis XIV’s appointments between 1680 and
1693, after they had quarrelled over regalian rights. But in general the pope
did not demur. In Orthodox Russia the patriarch confirmed the tsar’s appoint-
ments until the abolition of his office. In Protestant countries there was
none to dispute the monarch’s choice, while the votes of bishops in bodies
such as the English and Irish Houses of Lords endowed the choice of reliable
candidates with special importance. In Presbyterian states, where congre-
gations chose their own ministers, the clergy had more independence, especially
since their churches governed themselves by assemblies. The General Assembly
of the Church of Scotland inherited some of the national representative
character of the Scottish parliament when that body disappeared in 1707.
Yet such well-established clerical bodies did little to disrupt the political
order. Assemblies which did, like the English convocations, torn from 1689
to 1717 by recriminations between bishops and lower clergy, rapidly brought
about their own suspension, all the easier to impose after the clergy had
abandoned separate self-taxation. The French clergy never made that mistake,
and accordingly their assemblies continued to meet every five years until
1789. Their credit, which enabled the king to raise cheaper loans than he
could obtain unaided, was an additional inducement to him to uphold their
right; especially when carefully rigged elections ensured that bishops and

"' Quoted in J. Cracraft, The Church Reform of Peter the Great (1971), 154-5.
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other government nominees dominated all business.

States had little to fear from clerical assemblies, properly managed, and
often much to gain. If the life of the Anglican church atrophied in the
eighteenth century, it was partly because no convocation was allowed to meet
and provide for changing circumstances. It took the authority of a council
formally to depose Nikon in 1667. Clerical assemblies were of particular use
to Catholic monarchs who found themselves at loggerheads with the pope;
the classic case was Louis XIV’s quarrel over regalian rights in vacant sees,
which culminated in his convocation of an extraordinary clerical assembly
in 1682. This body promulgated the famous four Gallican articles, taught in
France until the Revolution and invoked in most eighteenth-century quarrels
over papal jurisdiction throughout Catholic Europe. They affirmed the
supremacy of the secular power, the limitation of papal authority by the
customs and privileges of the French church, and the ultimate superiority of
a general council of the church over the pope. Papal power remained a
serious flaw in state control over the church—one of which monarchs grew
increasingly conscious. In the century after 1682 the pope found his power
slowly whittled away. Concordats were renegotiated with Sardinia (1741),
Naples (1741), and Spain (1737 and 1753), with the effect of diminishing yet
further the already limited patronage the pope exercised. From 1758 to 1777
Portugal, under the ministry of Pombal, ostentatiously ignored the papacy’s
existence. Perhaps the most serious blow of all was the expulsion of the
Jesuits, those papal shock troops, from Portugal (1759), France (1764),
Spain (1766), Naples and Parma (1767). The way monarchs combined
together to force the pope to dissolve the order completely in 1773 seemed
the final humiliation. Yet by 1789 Habsburg princes had subjected the Holy
See to further indignities. Joseph II dissolved monasteries, redrew ecclesiastical
boundaries, imposed clerical oaths to the state, introduced religious toleration,
and permitted anti-clerical pamphleteering, all without any reference to the
pope. An unprecedented visit by Pius VI in 1782 to Vienna failed to dissuade
the emperor from his violently erastian policies. Meanwhile in Tuscany
Joseph’s brother Leopold renounced papal jurisdiction and taxation, while a
third brother, as archbishop-elector of Cologne, joined other German arch-
bishops in issuing the so-called ‘Punctuation of Ems’ (1786) which denounced
most forms of papal authority over bishops. In 1789 the papacy was at bay,
apparently on the verge of collapse. Nobody could foresee the dramatic
revival in its fortunes which the next two decades were to bring.

Religious disputes: Orthodox Europe

problem more acute than in, Russm ‘whose whole h hlstory in this period may
be written in terms of the *[mp“act of rival foreign influences upon native
conservatism. Mid-century wars with Poland brought contact with the anoma-
lous Uniate church, Orthodox in practices but acknowledging papal authority,
and inspired a horror of unpatriotic compromise. Russians believed that
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since the Great Schism and then the fall of Constantinople, only one true
and independent centre of Christianity remained—Moscow, the ‘third Rome’.
The practices of Russian Orthodoxy were sacrosanct in their purity.

As the seventeenth century progressed, however, foreign comparisons
convinced some clergy that purity was what the Russian church lacked.
The priesthood was as ignorant as the laity, with little understanding of its
own rites. The rites themselves, diverging in certain particulars from those
of the Greek Orthodox church, seemed also to require reform. With the
elevation of Nikon to the patriarchate in 1653 the reformers triumphed.
Within months of his accession, Nikon had introduced a new psalter and a
new missal, in which changes were prescribed to bring Russian practices more
into line with Greek Orthodoxy. These changes seem trivial enough—making
the sign of the cross with three fingers rather than two, altering the number
of prostrations and cries of alleluia at various points in the service, and so
on. But to many they were a betrayal of the true church. In subsequent years
Nikon proceeded to rewrite much doctrinal literature and to replace objects
of veneration such as icons. To effect these reforms he worked through
councils attended by Greek prelates, a final insult. Nor did the decline of
Nikon’s position after 1658 and his eventual fall in 1667 affect official policy.
His own abrasive style may have aggravated opposition, but his reforms were
those of a party, not of a single man, and they had the complete support
of the state in the person of Tsar Alexei.

Nikon’s reforms provoked a schism. Under the leadership of certain force-
ful individuals such as the Archpriest Avvakum and institutions such as the
Solovetsky island monastery in the White Sea, opponents of the reform co-
alesced under the name of Old Believers. Nikon’s reforms were introduced
at a time of particular religious and visionary fervour in Moscow, a receptive
atmosphere for the apocalyptic predictions of his opponents. A visitation of
plague in 1654 was seen as a judgement of God. The reforms were portrayed
as the work of Antichrist, and since the number of the Beast was 666, his
reign could be expected to begin in 1666. The government scorned such
expectations. Avvakum was exiled and then imprisoned, and a determined
drive began to extirpate all opposition with the excommunication of Old
Believers by the same council that deposed Nikon. So religious dissent became
equated with political dissent, Old Belief in its turn becoming a rallying
cause for a wide range of discontents. It took ten years and a full-scale siege
to subdue the Solovetsky monastery in 1676. Viglent persecutions in Moscow
in the early 1670s failed to stamp out Old Belief there, as its re-emergence
during the succession crisis of 1682 shows. But it was at its strongest in areas
remote from central authority, or in frontier regions, where isolated yet
elusive recalcitrant priests found it easy to evangelize—areas colonized by Old
Believers fleeing from persecution. When pursuit of them led inevitably to an
extension of governmental authority, revolts often ensued. More spectacularly
still, other groups went out to meet Apocalypse half way by burning them-
selves to death. As many as 20,000 may have perished in this way in the
1670s and 1680s.
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Tsar Alexei died in 1676, but the persecution did not end. Avvakum
was burned at the stake in the early 1680s. In 1682 a disputed succession
offered Old Belief the hope of better times, its adherents among the Moscow
garrison contributing to the success of the winning side. But the demands of
Old Believer leaders for the complete abandonment of thirty-five years of
increasing secular control were so arrogantly put that the new regime was
alienated and persecution redoubled: heresy and schism became capital
crimes. Old Believer communities withdrew into even greater isolation in
the silent northern forests, and in their turn divided into sub-sects. Some
believed, as priests consecrated before the reforms died off, that subsequent
consecrations by established bishops were irredeemably tainted, and therefore
that they must do without priests. This meant doing without marriage too.
Others accepted apostate clergy. But ‘priestly’ and ‘priestless’ alike were
united in hostility to a government of Antichrist and many refused to pray
for the tsar. Peter I (for once) abandoned violence, but not unnaturally he
still regarded Old Believers as disruptives, subjecting them to double taxation
and to fines. He also authorized a missionary effort to reconvert them, but
with little success. In 1718 there were estimated to be more than 200,000
Old Believers in the towns of the diocese of Novgorod alone, and in Russia as
a whole perhaps 20 per cent of the population rejected the established
church. Most were ordinary peasants or Cossacks, but some, debarred by their
nonconformity from the public duties which Peter imposed on the whole
population, prospered as merchants—like Huguenots, Jews, or English non-
conformists further west.

Slowly, after several predicted dates had passed uneventfully by, the Old
Believers ceased to expect the Apocalypse, and mass suicides by fire died
away. The accession of Peter III in 1762 marked the beginning of a new era
of toleration. Double taxation and other penalties remained for the moment,
but Peter and his successor Catherine recognized the benefits the state could
reap from the economic vigour of Old Believers. In 1771 a group of them
were even allowed officially to establish themselves in Moscow. In 1784 the
pejorative term ‘schismatic’, along with many disabilities including the
double tax, was abandoned. The involvement of the more turbulent Old
Believers of the Cossack lower Volga in Pugachev’s rebellion provoked no
change in this general policy, which brought the rewards Catherine expected.
Old Believers were among the most prominent capitalists behind Russian
industrial expansion in the early nineteenth century.

Religious Disputes: Protestant Europe
No part of western Europe saw a schism as spectacular as that in Russia,
but splits did occur in Protestant areas. Catholics too were often bitterly
divided, but never to the point of schism.
England-in-1660-was-a-byword.for religious upheaval. The Anglican church
had been overthrown in 1645, but the confusion thus engendered had spawned
a whole host of minor extremist sects, and it was partly to combat such
dangerous confusion that a Presbyterian parliament was willing to restore
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Charles II. Charles returned promising toleration, but, believing with his
grandfather that ‘no bishop’ equalled ‘no king’, he restored the Anglican
establishment. Negotiations with the Presbyterians about ‘comprehension’
or re-amalgamation into one church failed: the restored bishops were not
really interested, nor were the landowners represented in parliament, in
whose eyes religious radicalism led to other sorts. By 1662 Anglicanism had
been totally restored, its organization, doctrines and practices largely un-
changed. Those who could not conform were ejected—1,909 clerics and
academics in all, or about one-fifth of the clergy. They and their congre-
gations were excluded from all public offices and even forbidden to worship
together. Yet they resisted James II’s attempts to win their support and after
his fall there were further attempts to achieve comprehension with the
established church. These too failed, and the Toleration Act of 1689 officially
recognized the separate existence of the dissenters by granting them freedom
of worship. 1689 also brought another schism, when between 300 and 400
Anglican clergy believing in Divine Right refused to swear allegiance to the
new regime. These non-jurors lingered on in separation until the late eighteenth
century, but, unlike the Old Believers, they attracted little lay following.

The dissenters were different. A concerned laity was essential for sects
which chose their own ministers. In the early eighteenth century they num-
bered in all perhaps 300,000, divided between the three main sects of Presby-
terians, Congregationalists, and Baptists and minor groups such as the Quakers.
These numbers declined as the century progressed, yet their importance if
anything increased, owing largely to their continued exclusion from all posts
of public responsibility and power. Exclusion from public life made them
champions of private enterprise and new ideas. They dominated the mer-
cantile community of many ports. They pioneered the teaching of more
practical and technical subjects in their academies. Prosperity brought pro-
perty and respectability; gradually Anglican fears subsided. From 1727 the
government allowed dissenters to take municipal office on a year-to-year
basis. Parliament however, remained closed to them, and from the 1760s
they provided a driving force behind the movement for reform of represen-
tation and the franchise. Ironically, this renewed their reputation for political
disruption, and may even have postponed the willingness of the Anglican
squires to grant them full civil equality. At any rate they did not achieve
it until 1828.

Two issues divided dissenters from Anglicans. In churchgovernment,
dissenters rejected bishops; although they differed among themselves as to
where authority should lie instead. In doctrine, most dissenters were Cal-
vinists, believing that God predestines men to be saved or damned and that
they are powerless to change their fate. Anglicans, by contrast, were
Arminians, believing that Christ died for all men, that none is predestined to
salvation or damnation, but that salvation is open to all those who sincerely
aspire to it. Arminianism was a broadminded doctrine, emphasizing spiritual
endeavour rather than doctrinal purity. Profoundly Protestant in that it took
the Bible alone as the source of all authority, it nevertheless recognized
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ambiguities and inconsistencies and discouraged dogmatizing on such an
uncertain basis. ‘I have ever thought’, wrote Bishop Burnet, a leading spokes-
man for Anglican Arminianism, ‘that the true interest of the Christian religion
was best consulted, when nice disputing about mysteries was laid aside and
forgotten’.!> Such views were congenial to state churches, where opinions
permitted by the government counted for more than those deemed righteous by
the godly. They were also compatible with religious toleration, for Arminians
believed that a certain latitude was permissible to fallible humans sincerely
seeking the truth. By the 1690s they had come to be known as latitudinarians;
their leaders were among the most prominent bishops. The flexible, pragmatical
common sense of latitudinarianism shone out. Yet it had its dangers. To
minimize differences promoted a complacent acceptance of things as they
were. Problems did not go away for being ignored, and there was a limit to
how far latitude could go before becoming meaningless. By 1717 Bishop
Hoadly of Bangor could suggest without any sense of incongruity, that there
was no scriptural basis for an organized church at all, that the church was
nothing more than the whole body of sincere believers. And ever since the
Restoration, some Cambridge divines had been treating the Trinity with
scepticism, affirming that Christ, as the son of God, could neither be divine
himself nor the same person as His Father in any way. Between the 1690s
and the 1720s learned Anglican circles were rocked by controversy on this
question, but the debate was even more important to the Presbyterians, who
in 1719 divided into opposed Trinitarian and Unitarian camps. Beginning as
a dissident minority, the Unitarians appealed more readily to the rational and
deistic temper of the times, and by the end of the century were more numerous
than their parent body.

The Trinitarian controversy made many Anglicans draw back from the
bland complacencies of the extreme latitudinarians. The 1690s witnessed
the birth of new evangelizing fervour which resulted in the founding of
various missionary societies for propagating the Gospel. But it took John
Wesley to give Arminianism a new force and direction when he began to
evangelize on his return from America in 1738. Wesley believed firmly in the
virtues of individual effort and the availability of salvation to all. He taught
that the Bible was the only source of spiritual authority and he preached
submission to the established church. But he was firm on the Trinity: if
Christ was not God, how could He have taken away men’s sins by sacrificing
Himself? Indeed this was the centre of Wesley’s message, that Christ will take
away the sins of any man who sincerely seeks His help. And those who had
been saved in this way knew in their hearts—unlike true Calvinists—that this
was so. Emotional certainty, scornful of reason, was the new element in
Methodism; and it was this, not any doctrinal unorthodoxy, that the Anglican
hierarchy suspected. Nothing could have been further from Wesley’s mind
than secession from the established church, even though by 1750 the Metho-
dists had their own national organization. It was the intransigence of the

2 G. Burnet, The History of My Own Times (1823 edn.) vi. 114.
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Anglican hierarchy that promoted the eventual schism in 1784. Wesley,
finding the bishops unwilling to ordain priests in the United States and to
purge the Prayer Book of its political content, began to ordain his own
preachers. He also produced a new book of Sunday Service. In 1773 many
clergy had petitioned parliament for prayer-book reform, with no success,
and had relapsed into silence. The Methodists preferred nonconformity. By
Wesley’s death in 1791 they numbered 72,000 in England and 64,000 over-
seas, more numerous already than any other dissenter sect, and rapidly to
outnumber them all together.

So England remained the home of religious schism and controversy. The
other major Protestant movement of the period, German Pietism, represented
an attitude to religion rather than a sect, but it probably affected more
people than any other comparable development. Its roots were similar to
those of Methodism in that it sprang from the inevitable spiritual inade-
quacies of state churches forbidden to be too controversial. The Lutheran
churches of north Germany veiled their subserviency after 1648 by a retreat
into arid theological disputation, but they failed to catch the imagination
of the laity. In his Pia Desideria or True Evangelical Church of 1675 Philip
Jakob Spener called for a sustained attempt to touch the hearts of the faith-
ful. Like any Arminian, Spener held that spiritual- devotion was more im-
portant than doctrinal orthodoxy. But inspiration was required: Spener
advocated a new style of preaching, vigorous efforts to evangelize and propa-
gate knowledge of the Bible, and the organization of conventicles in which
the faithful might encourage each other’s devotions. Above all he emphasized
practical Christianity—sober habits and good works. Even more than by his
books, Spener was influential through his preaching. When in 1691 he became
court preacher in Berlin, the success of Pietism (initially like so many proud
names a term of abuse) was assured. As early as 1679 he had done much to
promote poor relief in Frankfurt. Now he and his disciples helped to launch
similar reforms in Brandenburg. In 1694 the elector allowed them to found a
Pietist university at Halle, where clergy of an appropriately evangelical stamp
might be trained. Halle rapidly became more than just a university. Under
the inspiration of Pietism’s great organizer Francke, schools and a model
orphanage were founded. Halle became a centre for the printing of Bibles
and devotional literature, as well as the headquarters for the first overseas
missions that Lutheranism had ever promoted. Most Prussian officials in the
eighteenth century were educated in this atmosphere at Halle, alongside
many from other German principalities. Here they imbibed and in their turn
fostered the values of Pietism—sobriety, diligence, practicality, benevolence,
an indifference to dogmatic disputes, and a propensity for toleration. Arguably
these aspects of the movement were even more influential in German life
than the 3,000,000 Bibles distributed before 1800 by the Canstein Bible
Institute.

Scorn for dogmatic differences did not necessarily remove Pietism from
controversy. Orthodox Lutheran theologians distrusted the latitude of
Spener’s views, and in 1695 the university of Wittenburg, that Holy Office of
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Lutheranism, accused him of 263 doctrinal errors. Spener refused to be
drawn into debate, but attacks continued. As time went by even the Pietists
themselves began to persecute error: in 1723 the mathematician and philo-
sopher Wolff was expelled from his Halle chair on account of the breadth
of his views, only to be restored by Frederick II on his accession in 1740.
But both the strength and weakness of Pietism was that it had no strong-
willed, long-lived Wesley to unify and hold it together. This meant that it
had few orthodoxies to violate and little authority to punish such violations.
What was heresy in Halle passed unnoticed in Tiibingen, the academic centre
of south-German Pietism. On the other hand there was nothing to restrict the
growth of such luxuriant strains as Zinzendorf’s Moravianism, a religion of
the heart pressed to extremes. Pietists, not to mention more orthodox
Lutherans, viewed the enthusiastic excesses of the Moravians with disquiet;
yet there was no authority to expel them and they never expressed any
desire to separate themselves from the Lutheran confession.

The appeal of Pietism or Methodism was personal, yet the development of
both was essentially conditioned by politics. Wesley’s political views and the
dilemma posed by American independence were basic determinants of
Methodism’s character. Much of Pietism’s initial growth depended on the
favour of Frederick of Brandenburg. The same applied in the case of most
religious divisions. All English Whigs were not dissenters but most dissenters
were Whigs, for they were the party of toleration. The strength of Latitudi-
narianism sprang from the appointment by the Whigs of so many of its
leaders to bishoprics; the bitterness of the controversies it aroused reflected
the fact that most of their subordinate clergy were Jacobites or Tories.
Similarly, in the United Provinces before the 1690s the Arminians were, in
the words of an English observer ‘rather. . .a party in the State, than a sect
in the Church’, supporting the authority of the estates-general and its diffused
local constituencies; as opposed to the Calvinists, looking for support and
protection to the Stadtholder, and ‘passionate friends to the house of Orange’.'?
The spread of toleration did not necessarily do anything to weaken the link
between religion and politics. Toleration itself was often a more explosive
issue than sectarian dissensions had been. Nor was the political problem
unique to the erastian churches of Protestant Europe. The Orthodox schism
was about much more than liturgical innovation, while in Catholic Europe
there was the added complication of papal authority.

Religious Disputes:rt;ﬁz;lirc-"azr‘bpe

The Catholic Church of 1660 had been largely fashioned by the Counter-

reasserting the fundamental character of the one true church, with the result
that certain tendencies and traditions triumphed at the expense of others.
Yet many of the discredited ideas and practices continued to thrive in the

3 Sir William Temple, ‘Observations upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands’
in Works (1751), iv. 179-80.
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teeth of authority. Some were easily stigmatized as heresy, such as the
‘Quietism’ preached in influential circles in the 1670s and 1680s, a mystical
doctrine of complete contemplative passivity and submission to God’s will,
denying the value of all human effort. Not surprisingly its proponents were
condemned as heretics. No church dedicated to the reconquest of lost souls
could tolerate doctrines of indifference to the temporal world. But other
traditions, judged heterodox since Trent, were less easy to pin down.
Authority tended to lump them together under the general name of Jansenism.

Jansenism was created by the Jesuits, in the sense that they used Jansen’s
name to stigmatize those who opposed them. A Jansenist, observed the
Cistercian Cardinal Bona, was little more than a Catholic who disliked the
Jesuits. But to oppose the Society of Jesus was to oppose the most charac-
teristic product of the counter-Reformation. The Jesuits who existed to win
back souls to the church—an end which justified a certain flexibility of
means—preached latitude in liturgical practices and observances. So flexible
were they in their eagerness to convert the pagan Chinese, that they stretched
Catholic liturgical practice almost out of recognition to accommodate local
customs. Their European enemies seized on this news when it penetrated
back, and between 1693 and 1704 the ‘Chinese Rites’ controversy shook
the Church. Their eventual condemnation by the pope was the Jesuits’ first
major defeat. Even so, they remained formidable, both intellectually and
politically; they had evolved casuistry, a whole science of moral alternatives
derived from the ambiguities of the Bible, the fathers, and later authorities;
and had won the support of secular authorities. Educators of the élite of
Catholic Europe, they confessed kings and evangelized on the farthest fron-
tiers of overseas empires. They had also gained the tacit support of ecclesi-
astical authority for their theology of free will. Men were free to accept or
reject God’s saving Grace.

Jansenism originated as a protest against this position. But quite apart
from the suspicious similarity of certain doctrines in Jansen’s book Augustinus
(1640) to Calvinism, any doctrine that men were for ever predestined to
salvation or damnation was totally subversive of all that the Jesuits stood
for. There was little point in attempting to convert those whose fate was
already decreed. Inevitably they attacked the Augustinus. The book, however,
found defenders in France among the disciples of Saint-Cyran, a fashionable
rigorist confessor and friend of Jansen. Saint-Cyran’s influence was not wide,
but it touched important people, and he spent four of the five years before
his death in 1643 in prison as a subversive. To his followers, concentrated
around the lawyer family of the Arnaulds, defence of Jansen was a duty.
In a series of brilliant vernacular polemics Antoine Arnauld defended the
reputation of both Saint-Cyran and Jansen throughout the 1640s and 1650s.
His major point about the Augustinus was that five predestinarian propositions
on Grace singled out by its enemies as heretical were indeed so, but that they
were not in the book.

What made the controversy so dangerous was that it also involved the very
principle of papal authority. Enemies of Jansenism naturally looked to Rome
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to condemn it. Jansen’s defenders did not presume to question the pope’s
right to define heresy, but they did dispute any pretension to infallibility
on matters of fact—whether the five propositions were in the book or not.
Moreover once the pope intervened (as he did in three bulls between 1642
and 1657) the traditional enemies of papal jurisdiction in France—the law-
courts, the Sorbonne, and some secular clergy—were quick to allege infringe-
ment of the traditional liberties of the Gallican church and the prerogatives
of the French king. That the government, suspicious of all dissidents, was
willing to support the pope’s condemnations only increased the anxiety of
these bodies. They in their tumn became identified with those they defended.
Jansenism thus came to mean not only moral rigorism, predestinarian theo-
logy, and hostility to the Jesuits, but also opposition to papal pretensions
and to regimes that upheld them.

In the 1660s it seemed possible that a confrontation might be avoided.
Louis XIV succeeded in making all clerics subscribe to a formulary resolving
the dispute over the five propositions by obfuscating the issues. Under the
Peace of the Church (1668) even the fastidious nuns of Port Royal, a convent
dominated by the Arnaulds and the spiritual headquarters of Jansenism,
came to terms. A decade of peace followed and Jansenist writers stressed
their orthodoxy by launching polemics against Calvinism. They even de-
fended papal rights. Unfortunately the issue they chose was Louis XIV’s
annexation of the revenues of vacant sees. The king’s hostility was rekindled
and persecution resumed. In 1679 Arnauld fled to the Spanish Netherlands,
never to return. Port Royal was forbidden to take new novices and eventually,
in 1709, destroyed. It was not so easy, however, to destroy the issues that
Jansenism brought into focus, and the persecution inaugurated a new and
more disruptive phase.

In 1684 Arnauld was joined in exile by Quesnel, the Oratorian author
of a New Testament in French, with Moral Reflexions. A popular work of
piety, it contained not only a watered-down predestinarianism, but also
subversive ideas about the position of bishops. Quesnel suggested that priest-
hood was more important than rank, and that authority should lie not so
much in the hierarchy as in the whole body of clergy, who would elect their
bishops. These ideas were derived from Edmond Richer, an early-seventeenth-
century Sorbonne theologian prominent in his day but neglected until Quesnel,
coupling his views with so many others officially suspect, gave them new
relevance. If the state persecuted Jansenism through the bishops, then Jan-
senists became equivocal about bishops. Parish clergy everywhere who felt
any grievance against the hierarchy became sympathizers. The logic of this
‘Richerist’ strain was that the church should be governed at all levels by
councils rather than by individuals—almost the presbyterianism the doctors
of Trent had striven so hard to avoid.

All these trends coalesced in the controversy over the bull Unigenitus of
1713, which condemned 101 of Quesnel’s propositions. Noailles, archbishop
of Paris, had once recommended the Moral Reflexions to his clergy, yet he
subsequently condemned other works which, some asserted, propounded
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the same opinions. Jesuit enemies of Noailles saw the chance to embarrass
him, and between 1695 and 1711 controversy raged over Quesnel’s position
on the long-dormant question of Grace. In 1703 moreover, the Bourbon
authorities of Spain seized his papers in Brussels, discovering evidence of a
Europe-wide correspondence with sympathizers which horrified Louis XIV.
He determined to eliminate what looked like an international conspiracy
once and for all. At his request the pope issued Unigenitus. Yet the bull
intensified rather than eliminated controversy, for it revived the issue of the
pope’s jurisdiction within France, so recently challenged by Louis himself
in the four Gallican articles of 1682. The parlement of Paris registered the
bull only as a law of the state subject to safeguards for the ‘liberties of the
Gallican Church’, and Louis XIV died before he could override this setback.
The Regency government wavered, but in 1717 four bishops irreconcilably
opposed to the bull forced the issue by appealing against it to a future council
of the church. They were joined by about 3,000 parish clergy and hundreds
of doctors from various theological faculties. The government attempted to
impose silence, but with such numbers now involved controversy continued
unabated throughout the 1720s. ‘Only bishops and courtier priests seeking
preferment’, wrote one observer in 1727, ‘have joined the Jesuit party; all the
ecclesiastical second order, most of the Paris middle class, the law, the third
estate, and even...women and the populace, all are aroused against the
Jesuits and oppose what is happening’.!* Most of Paris was Jansenist, he
noted, and in 1728 a clandestine news sheet, the Ecclesiastical News, began
weekly publication to gratify the public appetite for information. The cul-
mination of Jansenism as a mass movement came at the Saint-Médard cemetery
between 1730 and 1732, when reverent thousands watched the spectacle of
God manifesting His favour to the opponents of Unigenitus through miracles
and convulsionary hysteria.

Cardinal Fleury, first minister and a prince of the church, was determined
to stamp out Jansenism. Having bluntly declared in 1730 that Unigenitus
was a law of the state, he closed the Saint-Médard cemetery; and by a careful
policy of appointing only the most orthodox bishops, purging the Sorbonne
of recalcitrant doctors, and evoking contentious cases of ecclesiastical law
to the royal council, he slowly smothered controversy. Matters remained
quiet until 1749, when certain Parisian priests acting on their archbishop’s
orders began to refuse the last rites to those who could not produce a note
from their confessor to say they accepted Unigenitus. The object was to
unmask Jansenist confessors, but the effect was to allow people to die with-
out the sacraments. Controversy exploded when one victim of this policy
recovered and complained to the parlement. Four years of acute crisis followed
and in 1753 the parlement launched a massive remonstrance against clerical
power in the secular state. As a result it spent sixteen months in exile. It
returned under a law of silence, but when in 1756 the government asked the
pope to discourage refusal of sacraments by encyclical there was further

'* E.J.F. Barbier, Journal historique et anecdotique du régne de Louis XV (1847—
1856), i. 264
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trouble at this recourse once more to the very outside authority that was
at issue in Unigenitus.

By 1760 Jansenism had acquired an astonishing variety of meanings. The
original issue of Grace was largely forgotten, but the term was still used to
describe many types of moral asceticism. Quesnel’s New Testament had been
in the vernacular, and Bible reading by the laity also seemed suspect. Few
members of the parlements took much interest in theological questions, and
many of those who did were Jesuit educated; nevertheless their obdurate
Gallicanism in the face of Unigenitus earned them the name of Jansenists.
Parish clergy critical of their bishops and of inequitable diocesan admini-
stration; secular clergy hostile to regulars; these too were included. Until the
1770s French politics polarized under religious labels, with Jansenism a
general term of condemnation applied by those in power to those who
disagreed with them, ‘the antithesis’, as one despairing historian put it, ‘of
anti-Jansenism’.'®* Yet all these diverse strains united in their opposition to
papal pretensions; an attitude pushed to such extremes that some Anglicans
even entertained serious hopes that one day the churches of England and
France might form an episcopalian, but popeless, union. Finally there was
the most constant factor in Jansenism—hostility to the Jesuits. There were
Jansenists in this sense throughout Catholic Christendom.

Jansenism had begun._in-the-Netherlands, and only there did it retain any-
thing of its early purity of meaning. When the church of Utrecht, a Catholic
enclave in an officially Protestant country, refused to accept the condemnation
of Jansen contained in Unigenitus, the pope accordingly refused to invest
its bishops and proclaimed it schismatical. The republic of Venice and the
kingdom of Sardinia remained true to well-entrenched anti-papal traditions
in refusing to accept the bull; while in the Austrian Netherlands it took a law
of silence, a purge of the Louvain theological faculty, and the exile of the
erastian canon jurist Van Espen, to impose it in 1730. In Spain neither the
original controversies nor that over Unigenitus made much impact, but when
the Jesuits and the Inquisition combined in 1747 to place various works
emanating from the Augustinian order on the Spanish /ndex as Jansenistic,
there was an outcry not only from the affronted order but also from the
growing body of lay opinion hostile to the powers of Inquisition, Jesuits, and
pope alike. So Spanish Jansenism was bom, and it was much encouraged in
1759 by the accession of Charles III, who in his twenty-five years as king of
Naples had completely renegotiated the kingdom’s relations with the pope.
In Germany, later Jansenism took the name of Febronianism, after Febronius,
who had studied under Van Espen. In his Of the Present State of the Church
and the legitimate power of the Roman Pontiff (1763) Febronius sought
to eliminate doctrinal differences between Catholic and Protestant mainly
at the expense of papal authority. Against it he exalted the rights of secular
princes. Neither prompt inclusion on the Index (1764) nor subsequent
recantations by the author prevented enormous sales of this book and

s L. Ceyssens, cited in English Historical Review (1956), 159.
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translation into most of the languages of Catholic Europe. It had particular
success in Austria, where a small group of influential Jansenists had already
succeeded in prising the Jesuits out of such powerful bodies as the imperial
censorship commission. They now looked forward to the eventual succession
to sole power of the Emperor Joseph to push anti-papal policies much further.
Febronius provided convenient justification for many of their beliefs.

The way forward had already been demonstrated in 1759, when the
expulsion of the Jesuits from Portugal changed the whole outlook of Jan-
senists. From patient sniping at the enemy they moved to all-out attack,
for Pombal had demonstrated what could be achieved by a determined
government. Friends to Jansenism in the French parlements seized the
opportunity of a Jesuit lawsuit to drive them out of France, and by 1767
they had been banished from Spain and the Bourbon states of Italy. By
1769 Austria was the only major state left harbouring them, but when his
mother died Joseph seemed certain to follow his fellow monarchs’ example.
In these unpromising circumstances Clement XIV had little alternative but
to dissolve the Society of Jesus completely (1773).

This, the most important event in eighteenth-century Catholic history,
was a major turning-point for Jansenism. The accusation largely disappeared
with the accusers, and after 1773 its decline was rapid. The anti-papal policies
of governments in Austria, Spain, and Naples largely took over the Jan-
senists’ programme and only in two states did distinctive strains survive. One
was Tuscany, where the Grand Duke Leopold authorized Ricci, bishop of
Pistoia and Prato, to implement widespread reforms in his diocese. These
included promotion of vernacular Bible reading, printing new editions of
Quesnel and other Jansenist tracts, and hostility to regular orders. In 1786
a diocesan synod approved a new scheme of administration based upon an
elected synod of clergy. It also adopted the four Gallican articles of 1682
in overt hostility to the pope. But there was popular opposition to Ricci’s
attempts to purify liturgical practice, not to mention strong disapproval of
his organizational proposals from most of his fellow bishops and the pope.
A council of Tuscan bishops in 1787 proved lukewarm in its support, and
in 1791, after Leopold’s departure for Austria, Ricci resigned. His reforms
were abandoned and in 1794 most of the work of the Pistoia synod was
condemned by a papal bull.

In France, however, Jansenism enjoyed some late triumphs. Richerism
flourished, and Richer’s works, republished in the 1750s, stimulated a series
of new works exalting the rights of parish clergy. They proved an inspiration
to those agitating for revision of the parish priests’ portion congrue in the
1760s and again in the 1780s. Around 1780 itself there was a minor revolt
of parish priests against ‘episcopal despotism’ and the monopolization of
administrative offices in the church by bishops’ well-connected nominees.
This outburst was rapidly quelled with promises, soon abandoned. But the
priests had their revenge in the elections to the clerical estate in 1789, which
unlike those for the assemblies of the clergy, the bishops were unable to
rig. Only forty-seven bishops out of 135 secured election, and the clerical






8. The Progress of Doubt

This was the age of Enlightenment; and Enlightenment meant an attack on
the church. Of course, anti-clericalism in Europe was almost as old and deep-
rooted as Christianity itself. Medieval monarchs had exploited it to promote
their own secular authority; the Protestant reformers proclaimed the priest-
hood of all believers in conscious rejection ofclcncaljreten31ons the Counter-
Reformation’s reaffirmation of the church’s priestly character provoked new
friction with the laity.

But none of this hostility went beyond certain clear bounds. Kings wished
to extend their control over the church rather than to diminish its influence.
Protestant reformers wished to purify the church rather than to undermine it.
Nobody questioned that there should be a church, that it should play a major
part in the functioning of society, or that the core of ideas which lay at the
centre of all the various Christian creeds represented at least some aspect of
eternal truth. Nor did most men challenge these assumptions between 1660
and 1800. But a growing minority did, and their views circulated widely.

This was a novel situation. By 1800 hardly any aspect of the church,
religion, or the values they upheld remained unchallenged. And since the
church took a standpoint on practically every aspect of human existence, the
challenge was comprehensive. The lengths to which it would be carried could
hardly be foreseen in 1660. Yet its basis had already been firmly laid in the
intellectual upheavals of the preceding decades. The scientists and mathe-
maticians of the early seventeenth century had already confirmed the doubts
expressed by sceptics in the late sixteenth century. The structure of know-
ledge long maintained by ecclesiastical authority was already in ruins. The
problem now was how to replace the fallen edifice. Beyond that loomed
another problem—whether it could be replaced so long as the church retained
any authority at all.

Rationalism Rampant

To some it seemed that Cartesianism had brought an end to half a century’s
intellectual uncertainty. Descartes, in his Discourse on Method (1652),
had provided a sure key to knowledge after pushing doubt itself to extremes.
By 1660 Cartesianism had already captured the minds of most of Europe’s
advanced thinkers. By 1700 it had become general orthodoxy. Half a century
later it was penetrating those last bastions of Aristotelianism, the universities,
although by-then advanced thinkers had moved far beyond it.

Cartesianism in the late seventeenth century comprised a method of
reasoning from self-evident propositions on principles analogous to those of
a geometrical proof. It was also a philosophy which accepted the existence of
God as the ordainer of a mechanistic, ordered universe; and defined man as a
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blend of mechanical body and immortal soul, implanted at birth with certain
basic notions. Finally, it was a system of physics based upon matter’s primary
qualities of motion, weight, and extension, accepting Copernican cosmology,
but explaining celestial mechanics in terms of a complex series of vortices in
the fabric of matter. Since none of these aspects lent support to traditional
Christian dogmas, Descartes was on the /ndex. Provincial theologians con-
tinued to anathematize his name for decades. But more subtle minds saw
that a system of ideas with which God could in some way be reconciled was
better than complete scepticism.

By 1670 this point had been well observed and the ensuing decades saw
important attempts to blend Cartesianism with more traditional orthodoxies.
In Of the Search for Truth (1674) Malebranche, a French priest of the
Oratory, began a long lifetime of tireless dedication to this cause. ‘Monsieur
Descartes’, he believed, ‘discovered in thirty years more truths than all other
philosophers.”! He had enabled men to consign Aristotle and the scholastics
to the rubbish heap and opened the way to a simple, clear, and immediate
perception of divine truth. Malebranche’s synthesis was however neither simple
nor clear. Accepting Descartes’s method and physics, he attempted to resolve
the problem of the dualism of mind and matter on Christian principles. The
doctrine he adopted was occasionalism. Apparent causes of physical events,
he argued, were merely the occasions of God’s causal activity; for God’s
will is the only true cause of everything. How the mind caused the body to
move no longer required explanation; the dualism of the two entities was an
illusion.

But many remained unimpressed, dismissing Malebranche’s system as a
mere play on words. More orthodox Christians found his occasionalism,
with its implication of God in everything, too redolent of pagan pantheism.
This danger seemed particularly acute in the 1670s, when the system of the
Dutch Jewish philosopher Spinoza first attracted notice, for it was even more |
overtly pantheistic. SP}noza s faith in God and His existence was every bit |
rigorous, mathematical reason. But like Malebranche he felt impelled to
resolve the problem of dualism, which he did by postulating an infinite God,
the “only—true—substanice, of whom all finite phenomena—mind, matter,
everything—are merely partial attributes. ‘God is one, that is...only one
substance can be granted in the universe, and that substance is absolutely
infinite. . .Whatsoever 1s, is in God, and ~without God nothing can be, or be
conceived.” This was pmmw Tt was also cosmic determinism.
God, Spinoza believed, created everything to fulfil a function, and by its
very nature it could only fulfil that function in the preordained way. So
everything was preordained; and since God was good, everything worked in
the long run for the best. The idea of evil therefore was merely the product
of defective understanding. The true philosopher would stoically accept

' De la recherche de la vérité (1962 edn.), I.iii, 11, p. 18.
? Ethics, i, propositions XIV and XV.
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misfortunes in the knowledge that, in the view of eternity, it wag_all part of
a beneficent divine design.

None of this was remotely acceptable to Christians. Malebranche was
indignant when critics compared him to Spinoza, but more orthodox thinkers
were in no danger of running the risk. Even Augustinians, who could accept
the determinism, could not stomach a system that excluded sin, while purist
disciples of Descartes could not accept that mind and matter were not separate
substances. So the Ethics, published in 1677 after Spinoza’s death, was
greeted with universal hostility. The furore was all the greater in that the
author was known also to be responsible for the Theologico-Political Treatise
of 1670, a work devoted mainly to destroying the credibility of the Old
Testament. Prophecy and miracles were subjected to the rigorous test of
reason and found to be the products of mere human superstition and credulity.
‘Men think it pious to trust nothing to reason and their own judgment, and
impious to doubt the faith of those who have transmitted to us the sacred
books. Such conduct is not piety, but mere folly.”®> The point of theology,
politically justifiable in itself, was obedience rather than truth;and it should
be accepted as such, for obedience was necessary to political tranquillity.
This explosive work was translated into French in 1678, by which time
others too were subjecting the sacred texts to minute and rational scrutiny.
Most notable was the French Oratorian, Simon, who published his Critical
History of the Old Testament in 1678. This work, renewing Spinoza’s doubts,
was on the /ndex within five years, and Simon, despite repeated professions
of orthodoxy, expelled from the Oratory. Undaunted, he turned in subse-
quent decades to the New Testament, creating an equal sensation and handing
much subversive ammunition to religious sceptics. Yet, like Malebranche, he
always denied affinities with Spinoza, whose reduction of divine revelation
to a mere historical phenomenon useful mainly as a political expedient placed
him in the same category as Hobbes. Hobbes and Spinoza, the arch-blasphemers,
embodied all the opinions that orthodox men of the late seventeenth century
hated most. By 1680 they were both dead. Neither left a school of disciples,
yet their uncompromising solutions to the central problems of philosophy
and politics were a major stimulus to further discussion for decades.

Unlike Hobbes, however, at least Spinoza was no pessimist. This alone was
enough to ensure that his views were considered for more than the purposes of
refutation. Among those whose ideas owed most to Spinoza was the German
Leibniz, who met him in 1676. Leibniz, like Descartes, was a mathematician,
who disputed with Newton the honour of having invented the infinitesimal
calculus. His logic, as subtle as that process, was applied to evolving a system
which would reduce the baffling variety of things into one harmonious whole. A
man of encyclopedic knowledge, Leibniz sought to reconcile extremes by blend-
ing their common factors,whether it was Protestants and Catholics, or Christians
and Cartesians; but no single great work published in his lifetime* embodied the

3 Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, ch. V, in Works (1917),i.192.
* His New Essays on the Human Understanding were not published until 1765.
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sum of his opinions, which were constantly evolving and which (an added
complication) he often bowdlerized almost out of recognition in order
to promote his own renown. Like all the great rationalists, Leibniz believed in
God, and his work drew on all the classic ‘proofs’ of His existence. His God
was not Spinoza’s universal substance, bound by the necessity of His own
nature ; rather He was much more like the traditional creator, a free agent able
to create several possible worlds. Being good, however, God naturally chose
to create the best world possible. The existence of evil, the obvious objection
to such an explanation, Leibniz explained as merely intended to demonstrate,
through contrast, creation’s predominant. goodness. Thus in this best of all
possib'fé‘ worlds, even evil promotes good. As to substance, divided by
Descartes into God, mind, and matter, and totally fused by Spinoza into God,
Leibniz held that in fact there were innumberable substances, all unique, and
all containing within themselves the pattern of their own development. He
called them monads. Physically independent of one another, if monads act
together (as the working of the world proves they do) then it is because God
has ordained for each one independently that they should. Thus, although his
system marks a major advance in admitting the principle of development and
evolution, Leibniz remains in his way as great a determinist as Spinoza.
Unlike Spinoza, Leibniz left a following. By the time he died in 1716, a

number of German academics had found inspiration in his works, the greatest
among whom was Christian Wolff, the leading German rationalist and deter-
minist of the early eighteenth century. Leibniz’s name had become widely
known outside learned circles only in the last years of his life. Wolff, by
schematizing a system from his scattered writings, brought real fame to his
master, but left him with a reputation completely different from that of the
rigorous, subtle, and in many ways highly advanced thinker for his time,
which he now enjoys. Even in the work published while he lived, there were
hints of these qualities. But Wolff expunged them, presenting the Germans
with a Leibniz cold, dry, formal, rational, and schematic to a fault; an optimist
whose bland confidence that all was for the best revolted men of the next
generation. Yet before the 1750s, many had been content to share it, in
England as well as Germany. Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees claimed in 1705
that the sum of private vice was public virtue, while Pope declared two
decades later, in famous lines, that:

All nature is but Art, unknown to thee;

All Chance, Direction, which thou canst not see:

All Discord, Harmony not understood;

All partial Evil, universal Good.®
It was comforting to those who were happy, if comfort they needed; it was
solace to established powers and authorities, for it meant their position was
divinely ordained: ‘One truth is clear, Whatever is, is right,” Pope concluded.
But it was ironic that Descartes’s universal doubt, so alarming to his con-
temporaries, should ultimately flatter the complacency of their grandchildren.

$ Essay on Man (1733).
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Leibniz knew France, and many of his most illustrious French contemp-
oraries, well. Yet his thought made little impression on the insular world of
the French intellect, except to the extent that he disagreed with Descartes.
French thought was dominated between 1660 and the 1720s by a quarrel
between Ancients and Moderns. The terms derive from a literary controversy
which reached its height in the 1680s and 1690s. Poets and epigrammatists
exchanged polemics concerning the authority of ancient literary models and
the superiority of modern writers to the ancients whose rules so many of
them had adopted. But more was at stake than literary reputation. To be
modern was to throw off authority, to proclaim with Descartes that no
received knowledge was acceptable unless it conformed to reason. To be
modern was to write in French, not Latin; to reason with Descartes, not
Aristotle; to accept the cosmology of Copernicus, not Ptolemy. The danger
was that modernity also involved rejection of traditional Christianity, although
to a man the moderns disclaimed any such thought. Even those who admired
Malebranche’s audacity in attempting to construct an outright ‘modern’
theology remained sceptical of his success. Both sides simply attacked him,
as they did Leibniz.

The most significant contributor to these controversies was the polished,
though mediocre, Fontenelle, important as the first of that characteristic
breed of the Enlightenment, the philosophe. ‘A long dispute on philosophic
matters’, he once declared, ‘can contain little philosophy.’® For a philosophe
was essentially not an expert but a popularizer. Fontenelle established him-
self in this role following the success of his Talks on the Plurality of Inhabited
Worlds in 1686. This work expounded, in a light, urbane form the main
principles of Copernican cosmology and the Cartesian explanation of it. It
marked the final triumph in France of Copernicanism, and was also an
important step towards the victory of the Moderns. Fontenelle was a resolute,
if discreet, Modern. All his life he remained a committed Cartesian. As
perpetual secretary and historian of the Academy of Sciences he did much to
propagate general awareness of scientific progress. His eulogies of great men
when they died consolidated their importance. He lived until 1757, but his
last major work (published when he was ninety-five), a defence of Cartesian
vorticist physics, was largely ignored. By the middle of the eighteenth century
Cartesianism had been eclipsed by a set of ideas less schematic, less pretentious
in their claims, but certainly more congenial to the common sense of humanity.

Descartes Dethroned: Newton

Descartes had set out tojrestore certamtﬂ to a world deprived of it by the dis-
coveries of the previous two generations. But hardly had hissystem begun to
win acceptance when further advances undermined it too.

Throughout the whole field of what was known as ‘natural philosophy’ the

middle decades of the seventeenth century saw a series of advances which

¢ Eloge du P. Malebranche in H. Poetz (ed.), Pages choisies des grands écrivains:
Fontenelle (1909), 200.
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confirmed the implications of previous work and filled in many unexplained
gaps. The microscope (invented by Galileo around 1615) brought the most
spectacular discoveries. With it the Italian Malpighi confirmed Harvey’s
earlier hypotheses on blood circulation by discovering the capillaries (1661);
the Dutchman Swammerdam chronicled the reproduction of insects; and his
compatriot Leeuwenhoek revealed human spermatozoa and a whole world of
bacteria invisible to the naked eye. At the same time the experiments of the
Englishman Boyle were demonstrating that neither Aristotle’s earth, air, fire,
and water, nor the sulphur, mercury, and salt of contemporary alchemists
sufficiently explained the variety of chemical phenomena. Experiments by
Torricelli and Pascal with barometers, and by Boyle with an air pump, were
able for the first time to create and demonstrate vacuums. Aristotle had held
that vacuums were impossible; Descartes agreed. Both held that the universe
is filled with substance and that physics was explained by movements within
it. The effect of the new developments was to complete for ever the ruin of
Aristotle, but also to spread scepticism about Descartes.

Cartesians took comfort from the fact that no alternative to their explana-
tlog,_ﬁ_thgunw__e"rse existed. And since theirs was logical and self-consistent,
the experiments which yielded the disruptive new information must either
be wrong or misunderstood. Certainly sceptics could provide no credible
alternative; until the work of| Isaac Newton\

Nature, and Nature’s Laws lay hid in Night. L4

God said, Let Newton be!, and all was Light.”
Thus Pope summed up the eighteenth-century view of Newton’s achievement,
for in him all the diverse streams of activity which had made the scientific
revolution flowed together. Like Galileo, Descartes, and Boyle he was a
polymath—astronomer, physicist, and chemist all at once. Like all the great
rationalist thinkers he was a mathematician of genius. But unlike them he
was also a prolific and resourceful experimenter: Too often mathematicians
had constructed supremely logical systems which were beautifully self-
consistent but devoid of empirical basis—Descartes’s Principles of Philosophy,
expounding his physical system, was the outstanding example. Equally,
however, much sevententh-century experiment had been random, slipshod,
unsystematic, and designed to produce spectacular effects for the amusement
of the fashionable rather than solid information. Newton combined careful,
thoughtful, disciplined experiments with a formldablem?n?}_féinatlca]_lmagna-
tion and expertise, to produce a new synthes1s ‘which explained everything
the Cartesian system comprehended, and much it did not.

Newton’s major discovery was the pnncnp_Le of _gravitation) Kepler had
already demonstrated that the planetary orbits were not perfect circles, but
ellipses, a piece of information so awkward that both Galileo and Descartes
chose to ignore it. Newton’s theory made sense of such discordant facts. He
showed that it was a universal principle in nature that bodies tend to attract
each other, and that this principle explained all aspects of their motion. In

7 Epitaph. Intended for Sir Isaac Newton, in Westminster Abbey (1730).
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his Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy, published in Latin in 1687
as the Principia Mathematica, he propounded a series of clear laws of motion
according to which the gravitational principle invariably worked. Newton’s
universe was, like that of Descartes, simple, uniform, and law-abiding. It
differed profoundly in that it could be mathematically described and was
largely empty. Unable to dispute the mathematics, critics of Newton such as
Leibniz and the other great scientific polymath of the age, Christian Huygens,
concentrated on the emptiness. They found it hard to accept that bodies
which had no physical contact with each other could nevertheless influence
each other’s movements. It was as though Newton was reintroducing some
occult and mysterious force, redolent of Aristotle, into a universe reduced
by Descartes to pure and obvious mechanics. It is true that Newton’s mind
was littered with hocus-pocus. He devoted many of his later years to squan-
dering his mathematical talents on biblical chronology. He infuriated his
critics by refusing always to say what gravity was. The fact remained that
mathematically it worked, and explained more than any rival system. In-
exorably this led, in the fifty years following the publication of the Principia,
to its general acceptance as the true cosmology. s

Newton also made fundamental discoveries in the study oflight, which he
separated into its primary colours by the use of a prism. He was able to
calculate the maximum efficiency of refracting telescopes and to improve
upon them by inventing an instrument which worked by reflection. He
seemed to clarify and synthesize all that he touched. He became president of
the Royal Society, Master of the Mint, and in 1705 was knighted. Such
honours were a clear sign of the prestige his work had brought to science,
and indeed to the reputation of England for natural philosophy.

Newton’s system took longer to gain acceptance on the continent, where
Cartesian orthodoxy was far more firmly entrenched than it ever had been
in England. When, after his death in 1727, Fontenelle delivered a public
eulogy of Newton in Paris, he carefully refrained from endorsing his system,
much to the disgust of London society. Not until the 1730s was his triumph
so secure among the learned that his system could penetrate to the public at
large. Voltaire’s Philosophical Letters of 1734 introduced him to French
readers as the ‘destroyer of the system of Descartes’,® and'by 1737 awareness
of his work had become such an essential of polite knowledge that Algarotti’s
Newtonianism for Ladies and other such works of popularization became
best-sellers. No learned society in the later eighteenth century was without its
plaster bust of Newton; the Encyclopedia of Diderot declared the Principia an
‘Immortal work, and one of the finest that the human mind has ever produced’’

The lessons of Newtonianism were fundamental to eighteenth-century
thought. Newton had shown that ‘nature is exceedingly simple and con-
formable to herself.’’® Nature worked by clear and inexorable rules. How the

8 Lettres philosophiques, xiv, ‘sur Descartes et Newton’.

9 Art. Newtonianisme.

% Conclusion to the Principia : Quoted in M.B. Hall, Nature and Nature’s Laws
(1970), 324.
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universe began Newton could not explain, without the postulate of God.
He remained a fervent believer, even to the extent of suggesting that God
occasionally interfered to adjust the celestial mechanism. Yet strictly speaking
the logic of his own laws inferred that this was never necessary. The Newtonian
universe, like the Cartesian, had no place for God except as the remotest of
first causes. So although he destroyed the system of Descartes, Newton did
nothing to give God a more active role in his own. His sallies into biblical
scholarship convinced nobody, and his disciples, embarrassed, did their best
to consign them to obscurity.

Even Descartes’s method did not survive undamaged. The Cartesian universe
had crumbled because it bore no relation to ascertained reality; at the first
empirical test it collapsed. But Newtonianism was born of experiment; it was
a true picture of reality. Thus eighteenth-century men came to mistrust
logical ‘systems’. The ‘spirit of system’ became a term of abuse, because it
was felt that all systems distort reality. Doubt remained essential; reason
remained essential; but the bases for resolving doubts, for exercising reason,
must be empirical.

Descartes Dethroned: Locke

Newton worked in an England where empiricism had always been strong,
the homeland of Bacon. So it is not surprising that the philosopher of the
empirical principle which Newton so brilliantly exemplified should also be
m%:n. Jé;hn Locke /was no speculator, but_a man of the world, a
physician, and a feltow of the Royal Society. He characterized himself as
‘an under-labourer in clearing ground a little, and removing some of the
rubbish that lies in the way of knowledge’. He derived his inspiration, he said,
from contemporary ‘master-builders’—Boyle, Huygens, Newton.!! Neverthe-
less he had travelled in France and Holland, and read Descartes. He even
agreed with Descartes that God’s existence could be logically proved, that
human existence was proved by thought, that reason was the indispensable
guide to thinking, and that the body was a machine. But he did not agree
that_men had any-innate-ideas;-even.of God. )

This denial was the starting-point of his Essay Concerning Human Under-
sta:zérg,g(mo, the product of two decades of meditation. For Locke, all
knowledge consisted of ideas imprinted on the mind by sensation. The human
mind at birth was empty: ‘White paper void of all characters, without any
ideas. How comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store
which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost
endless variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge?
To this I answer, in one word, from experience.’!?

Such a doctrine would inevitably offend many churchmen. It was out-
rageous to suggest that souls were born without the idea of God. Besides,
Locke followed the execrated Hobbes in declaring that the origin of the
ideas of good and bad lay in the sensations of pleasure or pain rather than in

'Y Essay Concerning Human Understanding : ‘Epistle to the Reader’.
2 Tbid., Bk. I, ch. I, § 2.
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some innate moral sense. Nor did his (initially anonymous) pamphlet of
1695 on The Reasonableness of Christianity help his reputation as a Christian,
for it denied original sin, the literalness of the scriptures, and the credibility
of the Trinity. Few took his professed Anglicanism seriously.

Locke’s views were equally opposed to Cartesian orthodoxy. To reject
innate ideas was flatly to contradict Descartes. To-make-experience the touch-
stone of knowledge was implicitly to diminish the role of pure reason. And
the concept of ideas totally undermined the whole basis of Descartes’s system,
which was the proposition that everything clearly and distinctly perceived is
true. Locke implied that nothing is clearly and distinctly perceived as it
truly is, but only in the form of an idea. He seldom pushed his arguments to
logical conclusions. Like a true scientist, he distinguished between the secon-
dary qualities of matter, such as colour, taste, or smell, which were messages
of the senses purely relative to the observer; and the primary qualities such as
weight and extension, which had an independent existence, however imperfect
an idea the observer had of them. To this extent he retained some implicit

~vestiges of Cartesian dualism. But within twenty years the Irishman George
Béfkéle’y; destined to become an Anglican bishop, had pushed Locke’s logic
forward to suggest that the observer has no more proof of the independent
existence of primary qualities than of secondary ones. Indeed, there was no
proof that matter itself existed beyond the idea of it in the mind. Most post-
Cartesians resolved the problem of dualism by eliminating mind, becoming
materialists. Berkeley resolved it by eliminating matter. Matter has existence
only through being perceived; our guarantee of the physical world therefore
lies only in the eternal, omnipresent perception of God. T

Berkeéley’s doctrines puzzled and confused his contemporaries, who laughed
at them. Dr. Johnson believed that he was refuted simply by the act of kicking
a stone. Locke himself might have agreed, for it was a commonsensical
reaction. Such qualities made his own philosophy by contrast an instant and
continuous success. Like a true Modern, Locke wrote in the vernacular, and
this had the paradoxical effect of retarding his impact outside England at
first. But once Voltaire discovered him, simplified him, and presented him to
the French-speaking world hand in hand with Newton in the Philosophical
Letters, his success was assured.

The sensationalist psychology took Europe by storm. Its implications were
in their way as fundamental as those of Newtonian science. [t meant that men
were born equal, with minds equally blank, that, since circumstances were
infinitely diverse, and men were moulded by those circumstances, there were
no general rules to which they could be expected to conform. Accordingly
differences of custom and opinion were to be tolerated. This was the gist of
Locke’s own Letter concerning Toleration of 1688. But equally most cir-
cumstances were themselves man-made and could therefore be changed when
it appeared appropriate and justifiable. Thus Locke taught that those who
wish to mould men, mould their circumstances; and it was entirely appro-
priate that he was also the author of Some Thoughts Concerning Education
(1693). Education was nothing less than the key to human behaviour.
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This view was hardly novel. Not for nothing was education everywhere
in the hands of the clergy. What was dynamically new was the logical inte-
gration of the principle into a system of thought which also tended to under-
mine all that the church stood for. Its implication was that education and
enlightenment stood or fell together; and that to banish the superstition and
nonsense still put out by the church, its hold over education must be broken.
In this way the spreading of enlightenment became a political problem. By
this chain of reasoning religious doubt ultimately led to political action.

Sources of Criticism
Newtons cosmology and _Locke’ s psychology made \gr1t1c1sm of prevallmg

systems whose obvioiis“defects hiad not brought them down before for lack
of convincing replacements. They gave criticism added point, so that by 1700
something like a sustained critical movement was beginning to emerge, assail-
ing authority on a remarkably uniform set of premisses. Most criticism was
grounded in the conviction that there existed alternative ways of life and
thought to those prevailing in Europe. ‘

The intellectual alternatives appeared in a Europe already increasingly
aware of cultural differences. By 1660 Europe was beginning to organize and I
conisolidate the Eﬁowledge of the world overseas which it had acquired during
the previous century and a half. It was becoming clear that no amount of
ingenuity could force it into the traditional biblical world picture. Other
civilizations existed, whose values appeared to be in no such state of crisis
as those of Europe. China for instance, was large, peaceful, prosperous, and
meritocratic. Its legislators appeared to be philosophers. Yet it had never
enjoyed the blessings of Christianity, and indeed claimed to have been in
existence long before 4004 B.C., the date accepted by most Christian authori-
ties as that of the creation of the world. Such was the picture sent back to
France by the writings and translations of Jesuit missionaries anxious to
prove how susceptible their chosen province was to evangelization. These
immensely popular works were soon translated into English and German in
response to a seemingly inexhaustible demand for travel literature. The
contrast between Europe and China seemed vivid, nor was there much doubt
to whose credit: ‘Our circumstances seem to me to have sunk to such a level,’
declared Leibniz in 1697, ‘particularly with regard to the monstrous and
increasing breakdown of morality, that one could almost think it necessary
for the Chinese to send missionaries to us.’'®> Wolff lost his chair at Halle in
1721 for comparing Confucianism with Christianity; and in the hands of
Voltaire the cult of Chinese superiority approached worship.

China was only the most spectacular and best reported of distant lands.
Siam, India, Ceylon, Persia, Egypt, and Turkey were all visited and minutely
described before 1700. Even those unwilling to weigh the relative moral
worth of civilizations found such accounts invaluable as a stimulus to new

3 Quoted in W. Franke, China and the West (1967), 62.
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thought: Locke’s works are full of arguments derived from foreign examples.
It was soon apparent too that inhabitants of these exotic countries might find
Europe strange; and although few had the opportunity to testify to this,
words were rapidly put into their mouths by satirists. Incredulous literary
foreigners, such as the Turkish Spy who exposed to the French their own
foibles from time to time after 1684, were created to comment on the
absurdities of European manners and institutions. =l

Nobody used foreign examples to more effect than/ Montesquieu) As a
young man he brought the genre of satirical comment by bemused orientals
to its highest point with his Persian Letters of 1721. Holding the attention of
less steadfast readers with periodic snippets of sexual innuendo, this supposed
correspondence of a Persian visitor to Paris subjected European customs to
hostile comment at a time when the uncertainties created by Louis XIV’s
death had not yet been resolved. The dominant themes were scorn for the
volatile character of French public life, and ridicule of the church, the papacy,
and all the pretensions of religious authorities. Twenty-seven years later the
mature Montesquieu elaborated in detail many of the half-formulated ideas
of 1721 in the Spirit of the Laws (1748). This was not a work of satire or
even, ostensibly, of criticism; but rather an analysis of how various types
of society order their politics. Accepting completely the assumptions of
Lockean psychology, Montesquieu set out to examine how societies and their
laws are moulded by circumstances; laws for him were not abstract rules,
but rather ‘the necessary relationships which derive from the nature of
things’.!* So the Spirit of the Laws was a work—the founding work—of
political sociology. And it argued from copious examples, drawn from all over
the known world. With Montesquieu the explosion of travel literature which
had marked the second half of the seventeenth century began to do more
than simply support criticism of established customs. It served to promote
the first serious investigation of how customs come to be established in the
first place.

Scarcely less striking in the Spirit of the Laws was the wealth of allusion
to the classical societies of Greece and Rome. Classical values were another
potent source of cultural relativism, riore familiar because the church taught.
them in the schools it controlled, yet more insidious because they made up
so large a part of every literate man’s education. The awkward fact about
antiquity was that it was pagam Educational tradition had circumvented this
problem by stressing that all antiquity’s worthwhile features had been borrowed
from the Jews, the chosen people, and only its defects had been original.
The last great exposition of this doctrine was in Bossuet’s Discourse on
Universal History -of 1681: ‘Scripture’, he baldly declared, ‘.. by its anti-
quity. . .would deserve to be preferred to all the Greek histories, even were
we not to know that it was dictated by the Holy Spirit.”'* The researches of
Spinoza and Simon, however, had already placed such statements beyond
credulity when they were made. Ever since the Renaissance interest in classical

4 Esprit des Lois, Bk. 1, ch. 1.
'S Discours sur Uhistoire universelle (1825) i. p. 57.
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civilization for its own sake, rather than as the mere catalyst of primitive
Christianity, had been growing. The lesson of Greece and Rome, like that of
China, was that societies could be peaceful and well ordered, and that public
and private virtue could flourish, and toleration prevail, in a world unaware
of Christianity. The message of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire (1776-87) was that Christianity was responsible for destroying ‘the
mild indifference of Antiquity’'® and most of its other virtues too. Nor
had the quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns undermined Antiquity’s
cultural prestige; for the most part it was about whether the Moderns observed
classical rules as well as or better thian classical authors themselves. The
actual rules remained above dispute. Classical society and history were better
chronicled, better known, and better understood than anything in the
Christian Middle Ages. The superiority of the written evidence itself showed
greater accomplishment. Montesquieu might demonstrate that the history of
Merovingian France could be reconstructed in some detail and made to
yield important conclusions about the character of French society.!” But
this pioneer work merely puzzled when it did not bore most of his readers.
In 1748 interest in, let alone praise for, the gothic ‘dark’ ages was viewed
as perverse or eccentric; but everybody pillaged the classics for examples,
arguments, models, and inspiration. ‘There is not a philosopher in antiquity’,
wrote Voltaire, ‘who failed to set men an example of virtue and to give
lessons in moral truth.’'® This was, he implied, more than could be said for
most theologians since then.

The most pressing incentive to cons1der alternative ways of thinking and
acting came from' political opposition.) People persecuted or excluded on
account of their religious nonconformity were often perfectly orthodox
in most of their attitudes. Bu_t__t_h’e.shggk_qf rejection could provoke passionate
ideological reactions, with sweeping and radical criticism 1 of the order by
which-they had been spurned and the attitudes which motivated it. In this
sense Louis XIV was a major progenitor of new ideas and the critical spirit.
His costly, aggressive foreign policies, the economic assumptions behind
them, and the centralizing, fiscally exacting, domestic policies they necessitated
provoked a thoughtful aristocratic opposition which hoped to reverse many
of them when he died. Archbishop Fénelon, the most eloquent spokesman
of this group, became an advocate of international peace which he believed
would result from encouraging agriculture and decentralizing the state.
Such views prefigured the economic analyses of the physiocrats half a cen-
tury later. The king’s religious policy was even more crucial. The revocation
of the Edict of Nantes, that last great manifestation of Counter-Reformation
intolerance, was an intellectual turning-point of European importance. It
scattered throughout Europe a leaven of French Protestants profoundly
hostile to religious intolerance and absolute monarchy. Among them was
Pierre Jurieu, who prophesied Louis’s apocalyptic ruin, but in the process

6 Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ch. XVI.

17 Esprit des lois, Bks. XXX and XXXI.
'8 Dictionnaire philosophique, art. ‘Philosophe’.
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subjected the whole organization of state and society in France to scornful
and withering criticism. His depiction of the plight of his co-religionists did
much to suggest the virtues of a toleration that he himself would certainly
not have practised, given power. At the same time the Huguenots who fled to
the Protestant refuges of England and Holland did much to propagate, for the
first time in French, the liberal ideas they found there.

The most famous of these refugee publicists was Pierre Bayle, acknowledged
by the foremost thinkers of the Enlightenment as one of their founding
fathers. He was seen as the model sceptic, unconvinced by accepted explana-
tions of anything; the foe of superstition who, in his Divers Thoughts on the
Comet poured scorn on those who believed that the comet of 1680 was a
portent of divine wrath. The summit of his achievement was, however, the
Historical and Critical Dictionary, first published in 1697 and much supple-
mented thereafter. Here Bayle extended his criticism to a huge range of
knowledge, much of it biblical, demonstrating the follies, crimes, delusions,
and inconsistencies of both sacred and profane history. For evidence he
drew freely on both contemporary travel literature and the classics, pointing
out repeatedly that non-Christians were often moral and virtuous, whereas
Christians and the Old Testament heroes whom they revered, such as David,
had frequently been neither. The great moral, constantly reiterated, was that
in an imperfect world nobody had a monopoly of truth or virtue, and that
therefore toleration was the most basic of public necessities. All shades of
religious opinion, and not least his own Huguenot co-religionists led by Jurieu
himself, were offended. Bayle also attacked modern system-builders, such as
Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, unerringly exposing the weak points of their
arguments. His claim to have remained a Christian has led some commentators
to see his prime purpose as not so much to expose superstitious error, as to
demonstrate the limitations of human reason, its inability to resolve anything
satisfactorily. ‘Our Reason serves only to confound every thing and make us
doubt of every thing. . .Thus, the best use that can be made out of the Study
of Philosophy is to know, that it is a Path which leads astray, and that we
ought to seek another Guide, which is the light of Revelation.’'® Whether this
was a sincere profession of blind faith, in the absence of any rational cer-
tainty, or merely an empty gesture towards the orthodox, cannot be known.
More clear is the fact that Bayle, from the intellectual security of his Dutch
exile, set an example of systematic doubt, and pungent expression of it,
which inspired many a young sceptic of the next generation and continued
to infuriate dogmatists of all persuasions. The Dictionary remained a steady
seller throughout the eighteenth century—a sure tribute to the importance of
the multifarious questions it raised.

Spreading Enlightenment

There had been critical ages before. What distinguished the Age of Enlighten-
ment was the universality of its criticism and the size of the audience to
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which it appealed. ‘Enlightened’ writers set out consciously to marshal public
opinion in support of their programme. They courted it by avoiding the
narrow specialisms and rarified habits of academic thinking. They flattered it
by couching their language in terms of an appeal to good sense. The term
‘philosopher’ came to mean almost anybody who thought about matters—a
lofty title open to all. It was one thing to aspire to such influence. It was
quite another to attain it. Enlightenment spread, not only on account of the
intrinsic appeal of its doctrines, but also because of a number of favourable
historical circumstances.

Printing was an obvious prerequisite; the polemical battles of the
Reformation and especially the biblical emphasis of Protestantism had
produced the first works of mass circulation, in small and easily handled
form. In this way religion helped to sharpen the weapons subsequently
used against it. Equally important was the freedom to print and publish
without restriction, which in 1660 existed only in the Dutch republic
and a few city states. Conditions in the United Provinces were indeed crucial
in the propagation of new ideas. Not only was the republic a haven for
persecuted thinkers such as Descartes, Locke, or Bayle, not to mention
natives like Spinoza, who would never have enjoyed toleration elsewhere.
It was also the seat of an enterprising and vigorous publishing industry which
benefited from unrivalled means of distributing its products through the
continent-wide activities of Dutch merchants. Dutch publishers served the
whole of Europe in all of Europe’s languages; they printed works which
would never have been allowed to appear in their native lands. Even when
censorship became relatively slack or sporadic, timid authors could still
print ‘Amsterdam’ on their title-pages to deflect suspicion. With the lapse of
the Licensing Act in 1694 England too became an open market for printers
and publishers, while remarkably low costs in eighteenth-century Scotland
did much to facilitate the publication of the astonishing range of original
work which made up the Scottish Enlightenment. The rest of Europe lagged
far behind. In the east both printing presses and a literate public were thinly
scattered. In Spain and Italy the Inquisition spent more and more of its time
acting against subversive literature, although in Naples a traditionally anti-
papal government allowed the publication of works such as Giannone’s Civil
History of the Kingdom of Naples (1723), which undermined the authority
of the church on legalistic grounds. In France printers were licensed and
rigidly controlled by the state, but much depended on the character of the
Director of Bookselling, the chief censor. The relative ease with which the
Encyclopedia was published owed much to the fact that the Director between
1751 and 1763 vas the tolerant Malesherbes. Clashes of jurisdiction between
crown, courts, and church, all with powers of censorship, also favoured
dangerous works; but in any case the first half of the eighteenth century saw
a flourishing market in clandestine works, often in manuscript, which the
various authorities were unable to catch up with. And for those determined
to appear in print the independent Protestant republic of Geneva offered
French-language printing and publishing beyond French jurisdiction yet
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within easy reach. Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws and many other major
works likely to be offensive to Catholic orthodoxy were first published there.

The role of Protestantism in spreading Enlightenment was not confined to
stimulating large-scale and cheap book production; it also promoted the use
of the vernacular. By 1660 Latin, that Romish language, had been on the
decline for some time in Germany, England, and the Netherlands in all fields
except the most strictly academic. Vernacular Bibles had bred vernacular
theology and after that no subject was sacred. The newer the idea, the more
likely was it to be framed in a language any literate man could understand,
giving innovators a distinct advantage. Nor could Catholic Europe remain
immune from the trend. Descartes’s Discourse was in French, and the
appearance in French of Arnauld’s Of Frequent Communion in 1644 marked
the invasion of theology itself. Jansenists consistently favoured vernacular
Bibles and works of devotion in order to make the truths of religion more
immediate; but they also, as the Jesuits realized, made them easier to dispute.
Initially at least the decline of Latin as the international written language, if
it democratized learning, may also actually have impeded the international
circulation of new ideas. Hobbes and Locke were well aware that their works
were unlikely to be read on the continent in English, and this is why both
Leviathan and the Letter Concerning Toleration appeared in Latin versions
too. By the 1680s, however, French, purified and refined by the labours of
the French Academy and exalted by the cultural prestige of Louis XIV,
was rapidly becoming the new international language. By 1700 its triumph in
polite circles was complete. ‘The boundaries of the empire of Latin are visibly
receding,” declared the Berlin Academy in 1745, ‘while the French language
now occupies the place that Greek occupied at the time of Cicero—everyone
learns it.’?® In Germany it even supplanted German as a first language among
princes and aristocrats, much to the disgust of later patriots such as Herder,
or Goethe, who nevertheless admitted that in his youth in mid-century
Frankfurt: ‘I had become acquainted with the [French] language through a
bustling life and with a bustling life through the language. It had become my
own, like a second mother-tongue, without grammar and instruction—by
mere intercourse and practice.?* The result was that the works of French
publicists and philosophers were read far beyond the frontiers of France;
even the English founding fathers of Enlightenment came to most people’s
acquaintance through French accounts and translations. The eighteenth-
century intellectual world was, through French, cosmopolitan; but it was
also socially exclusive, because the language was only available outside
France to those who could afford an expensive education. Later ‘enlightened’
ideas therefore tended to have most currency precisely among those whose
privileges and vested interests they were, in time, to do so much to undermine.

Exclusive though it was, the French-speaking cultural élite was neverthe-
less very different from the oligarchy of Latinized knowledge represented by

20 Quoted in D. Maland, Culture and Society in 17th century France (1970), 100.

*' The Autobiography of Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe, trans. J. Oxenford (1971),
ii. 96.
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the universities. Bastions of traditional learning, the universities found them-
selves increasingly isolated in outmoded systems of thought. Those (not by
any means all) that deigned to take notice even of Cartesianism began to do
so only when it had already been abandoned by most educated opinion. Most
contributed nothing at all to the Enlightenment. Oxford and Cambridge,
where Boyle, Wren, Locke, and Newton had taught or studied in the seven-
teenth century, fell asleep in the eighteenth. They were, Gibbon noted, from
bitter experience:
founded in a dark age of false and barbarous science; and they are still tainted
with the vices of their origin. Their primitive discipline was adapted to the
education of priests and monks; and the government still remains in the hands
of the Clergy, an order of men, whose manners are remote from the present
World, and whose eyes are dazzled by the light of Philosophy. The legal
incorporation of these societies. . .had given them a monopoly of the public
instruction: and the spirit of monopolists is narrow, lazy and oppressive: their
work is more costly and less productive than that of independent artists; and
the new improvements so eagerly grasped by the competition of freedom, are
admitted with slow and sullen reluctance in those proud corporations, above
the fear of a rival, and below the confession of an error.??
There were exceptions. The Dutch universities of Utrecht and Leyden drew
over half their students from foreign countries through the renown of their
lawyers or doctors like Boerhaave, the most famous physician of the century,
who taught at Leyden. Some north-Italian universities also remained vigorous.
The universities of Scotland, notably Glasgow and Edinburgh, were at the
very centre of the fertile intellectual life of their country in the later eighteenth
century. Scottish professors, paid for their teaching rather than the positions
they held, remained active. In contrast to the previous century, Wolff
stood almost alone in continental Europe as a university professor of major
intellectual importance.”® But Scotland’s universities boasted Hutcheson in
philosophy, Ferguson and Robertson in history and sociology, Adam Smith
in economics, and might even have had Hume if he had not made his sceptical
views plain before aspiring to the chair of philosophy at Edinburgh.
Enlightened learning was spread primarily through Academies, self-recruiting
societies whose purpose was to promote and exchange ideas on topics of
mutual interest. They were normally incorporated under some form of
official patronage. Many, like the Jeux Floraux of Toulouse, boasted roots
deep in the middle ages, but the first recognizably modern academies sprang
up in sixteenth-century Italy. The most famous was the Tuscan Accademia
della Crusca, a literary society dating from 1582, but no less than four others
of comparable vintage were flourishing in Tuscany in 1700. Tuscany had
also produced the first major scientific academy, the Florentine Accademia
del Cimento, a body of scientists acknowledging the inspiration of Galileo
which flourished between 1657 and 1667. The year 1660 saw the formation

22 Memoirs of My Life, ed. G.A. Bonnard (1966), 49.

23 If we exclude Giambattista Vico, professor at Naples. But in his own time Vico
was an isolated figure, and influenced contemporary thought little—in contrast to Wolff.
Vico’s real influence came in the nineteenth century.
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of the Royal Society of London, while six years later Louis XIV endowed
the Paris Academy of Sciences. The role of such bodies was crucial in the
progress of the scientific revolution. Newton, Boyle, and all the major figures
in English science reported their experiments to the Royal Society, while
its Philosophical Transactions passed them on to the world. Huygens announced
his discovery of the pendulum clock under the auspices of the Academy of
Sciences. The societies corresponded with one another, making the progress
of science a matter of international concern. Quick communication of results
did much to accelerate progress and eliminate needless duplication of work.
Leibniz spent much of his life trying to persuade various German princes to
set up academies, constituent parts, as he saw them, of an international
republic of learning held together by mutual correspondence. Apart from the
establishment of a rather artificial academy in Berlin in 1700, his efforts
met with much interest but little success; nevertheless, his appreciation of the
potential role of academies was sound enough. In the next generation of the
techniques of correspondence and co-operation pioneered by the scientific
societies of Paris and London were to be widely employed by less specialized
bodies for the exchange of less technical information. The most prestigious
by far of the non-scientific academies was the French Academy, founded in
1634. Its forty members, like the Cruscans of Florence, were formally dedi-
cated to producing a dictionary of their native language, but they regarded
the whole range of literary culture as their sphere. A ‘chair’ in the Academy
was the ambition of most French writers, and although a number were always
held by princes and generals of no intellectual distinction, most of the major
figures of the French Enlightenment, such as Fontenelle, Montesquieu,
Voltaire, and d’Alembert, achieved membership. By the 1760s the ‘philosophic
party’ had captured the Academy and used its prestige to enhance that of
their own ideas. Neither London nor Vienna offered equivalents to the French
Academy, but imitations were set up in Madrid (1713), St. Petersburg (1724),
Stockholm (1735), and Dresden (1768). The accession of Frederick II of
Prussia in 1740 revitalized the drooping Berlin Academy, even if that meant
importing French luminaries. Perhaps even more important than metropolitan
foundations were provincial academies, such as the Edinburgh Select Society,
founded in 1754 to promote good English, but rapidly becoming the main
forum of the city’s intellectual life. Similar societies mushroomed in the small
cities of Tuscany in the early eighteenth century, while in France the century
between 1670 and 1770 saw local academies founded in most major provincial
towns. They may have aped Paris; but they also made a quite distinctive con-
tribution to the spread of Enlightenment by sponsoring public literary
competitions. It was through his entries to competitions held by the Academy
of Dijon, for instance, that Rousseau first became widely known for his views
on the corruption of civilization and the origins of inequality. Such bodies also
corresponded with their equivalents abroad, subscribed to the major periodicals
of the day, and elected famous men into honorary or corresponding member-
ship. By these means they brought the local élites from whom they recruited
themselves into contact with the most advanced thought of their day.
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Academies did not enjoy a monopoly. Informed but regular gatherings in
coffee-houses, clubs,~and salons. were equally important in spreading En-

[ightenment. One example was the Entresol Club, where some of the sharpest
minds of Paris in the 1720s met over tea to discuss public affairs. Its disso-
lution by the government in 1731 shows the extent of its influence. More
persistent were the salons, usually run by formidably intellectual hostesses of
social consequence. The first salons, in the mid-seventeenth century, were
mainly literary in their interests, but a hundred years later the gatherings of
such ladies as Mme Geoffrin, Mme d’Epinay, and Mme Necker witnessed
discussions on every conceivable topic. In such polished surroundings the
leaders of society mingled with the leaders of opinion, encountering their
ideas in the most congenial circumstances.

Never before had so much ingenuity been deployed on the attractive
presentation of new ideas. The first half of the eighteenth century saw a
proliferation of literary gazettes and periodicals in which the latest books
and ideas were reported, analysed, and criticized. The most important pro-
totype was Bayle’s News of the Republic of Letters, appearing between 1684
and 1687. Since academies and learned societies subscribed to such journals,
it became possible to be well informed about the intellectual scene without
having read any major works. ‘Philosophy’ made great progress through such
smatterings, conveyed in unpromising-sounding journals such as the Milanese
Coffee which began publication in 1763. Enlightenment came late to Spain,
through the almost single-handed efforts of the Benedictine monk Feijoéo,
who between 1726 and 1759 produced fourteen volumes of literary mis-
cellany, the Universal Critical Theatre, in which he watered down and simpli-
fied for Spanish consumption ideas long current further north but new to
Spain. There were few copies of Bacon, Descartes, or Newton for Spaniards
to read, but from Feijoo they could glean the essentials of their thought:

Dictionaries-served a similar purpose; they standardized and popularized
knowledge at the same time. The 1690s saw, in addition to the first edition
of the French Academy’s great dictionary of the French language, at least
three more broadly conceived works of reference claiming the name, not to
mention Bayle’s great work. 1704 saw the first edition of the Dictionary of
Trévoux, a Jesuit compendium of knowledge; 1728 brought Chambers’s
Cyclopaedia or an Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences; while between
1732 and 1750 the German publisher Zedler produced a sixty-four-volume
Great Complete Universal Lexicon of All Sciences and Arts. Of these works,
only Bayle’s was openly critical and polemical in its purposes. The rest set
out to inform, and the distinction was clear. But the great Encyclopedia or
Reasoned Dictionary of Sciences, Arts and Crafts, launched in France in
1751 by Diderot and d’Alembert, boldly set out to do both at once. Originating
in a project merely to translate Chambers’s Cyclopedia into French, this
enterprise rapidly grew into an attempt, seventeen folio volumes long, to
summarize the current state of knowledge:
to gather together the knowledge scattered over the surface of the earth, to
explain its general system to the men with whom we live, and to transmit it
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to the men who shall come after us, so that the works of past centuries
should not have been works useless for the centuries that shall follow, so
that our descendants, becoming better informed, shall become at the same
time more virtuous and happier, and so that we do not die without having
deserved well of the human race.

To this end the editors assembled an unprecedented range of technical
information contributed by a very broad spectrum of experts, many of them
craftsmen. Its ten volumes of plates magnificently illustrated this side of its
achievement. But the Encyclopedia was more than an attempt to summarize.
It was also an attempt to persuade, to convince a cultivated public of the
value and importance of certain ideas. ‘It is’, wrote d’Alembert,” ‘principally
by the philosophic spirit that we shall attempt to distinguish this dictionary.
That above all is the way it will win the support which we most appreciate.’
The Encyclopedia epitomized the sum of ‘Enlightened’ opinion in the mid-
eighteenth century. A collective enterprise to propagate a distinctively
modern view of the world, it stood at the crossroads of the Enlightenment.

The New Synthesis

What then was the new consensus of ‘enlightened’ opinion symbolized by
the Encyclopedia?

It was anti-Cartesian. Descartes had, noted d’Alembert in the Preliminary
Discourse ‘dared to show intelligent minds how to throw off the yoke of
scholasticism, of opinion, of authority—in a word, of prejudices and bar-
barism.”*® This was his eternal glory, but, d’Alembert declared, neither his
psychology, his philosophy, nor his physics was any longer acceptable. With
the progress of knowledge, his authority had been supplanted by that of
Locke and Newton.

The credit for this lay mostly (though d’Alembert did not flatter his con-
temporary by saying so) with Voltaire,’and it was appropriate that it was his
name that subsequent generations seized upon when they sought an epitome
of what the Enlightenment was all about. Voltaire was in no sense a scholar;
his ‘ruling passion [was] for the cultivation of the Belles-lettres.’*” He built
his early reputation, which carried him into the Academy, on poetry and
plays. Nor, however appealing some find it to imagine him so, was he a
revolutionary. He loved high society and the money his brilliant financial
speculations brought him far too much to desire major upheavals. Yet he
completely redirected French thought in 1734 with the introduction of the
literate public to Locke and Newton through his Philosophical Letters. As
early as 1700 Locke had been translated into French, but few had read him.
Even fewer had struggled with the technicalities of Newton’s Principia, in its
academic Latin, although Maupertuis proclaimed his acceptance of them in
his Discourse on the Face of the Stars (1732). Voltaire simplified and explained
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them in witty, clear, and concise French, and if this alone was hardly enough
to sell the Letters, their malicious anti-clericalism and pointed contrasts
brought them in for judicial condemnation. From then on their success was
assured, and so was that of the pioneers they praised. In 1746 Condillac, the
‘French Locke’, produced an Essay on the Origins of Human Understanding
which treated the problem with more logical rigour than Locke himself had
ever aspired to, suggesting that language was the vital link between sensation
and reflection, those twin pillars of the Lockean understanding. D’Alembert
made the principles the Encyclopedia’s dogma in his Preliminary Discourse,
and Condillac elaborated them further in his Treatise of Sensations of 1754.
By then the sensationalist psychology had become an orthodoxy. Similarly,
Voltaire elaborated his popularization of Newtonianism with the Elements
of the Philosophy of Newton of 1738, and the Encyclopedia announced that
the Englishman had ‘lifted the veil which hid the greatest mysteries of
nature.’*® Philosophes maintained close touch with advances in the scientific
world, and performed experiments themselves, acknowledging Newton as
their guide and inspiration. He had shown that nature was an organic whole,
self-consistent and working by simple, clearly ascertainable rules; and that the
key to these rules was experiment. These conclusions too had attained, by
the 1750s, the status of philosophic dogma.

The implications of such basic assumptions were far-reaching. The foun-
dation of morality, Locke had. taught, was the pursuit of pleasure and the
avoidance of pain. There was therefore no absolute moral law beyond that ,,, -
inherent in the logic of nature itself. Diderot in his letters On the Blind
(1749) and the Deaf and Mute (1751) went so far as to suggest that morality
differed according to the endowment of senses; a blind or deaf man would
have different values {from one who was not. Similarly, Montesquieu showed
in 1748 that human customs and institutions differ according to geography
and climate. Morality was, in fact, a product of physical circumstances;
morality was relative.

It followed that nobody had a monopoly of truth or rectitude. There
must therefore be toleration. Even before he had observed it in practice in
England, Voltaire had been convinced by reading Bayle of the blessings of
toleration. The Henriade (1723), his great epic poem about Henry IV and the
wars of religion, was dominated by this theme. And the Encyclopedia reserved
its most extravagant language for this subject. An intolerant man, wrote
Diderot, was ‘an evil man, a bad Christian, a dangerous subject, a bad poli-
tician and a bad citizen’; in an intolerant state ‘the prince would be nothing
more than an executioner in the pay of the priest’, for ‘men who are wrong
in good faith are a subject for complaint, but never for punishment.’*® Such
sentiments echoed Locke, but they were also deeply felt by men writing
under the constant shadow of a capricious censorship liable at any time to
succumb to priestly pressure. The age between Locke and Rousseau was not
notable for its political theory. Even Montesquieu’s teachings about political

28 Encyclopédic, art. Wolstrope.
2 Encyclopédie, art. Intolérance.
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obligations were incidental, for his intention was to analyse rather than to
prescribe. But among the random, pragmatic, and inconsistent political
ideas arising within this period, toleration was a theme which recurred con-
stantly. It was the supreme political virtue acknowledged by all.

Toleration meant respect for human opinion; it reflected uncertainty
about ultimate truth. Philosophes did not overestimate the human capacity
for progress. Voltaire, d’Alembert, and Rousseau were all inclined to believe
that they lived in an age of decline and decay. Nevertheless they believed that
human capacities were the only means men had of discovering the truth.
And although they often declared that human inadequacy proved the need
for revealed religion, they did so to protect themselves from the authorities.
‘Time will show the distinction between what we have thought and what we
have said, wrote D’Alembert to Voltaire in 1757.3° Nothing, they thought,
demonstrated the authenticity of any religion claimed by other men to be
revealed. Even revelation had to be reasonable.-“The first principle of a true
religion’—D’Alembert again—‘is not to propose any belief that conflicts with
reason.”!

Religion was not excluded as such. In both the Cartesian and the New-
tonian universe there was plenty of room for God. The machine needed a
designer, the clock a winder. Deism therefore seemed perfectly acceptable to
most philosophes, who, as in so much else, had earlier English examples
before them. From around 1690 there was a renewed outburst of the deistic
thought already well established in England. Locke’s Reasonableness of
Christianity (1695) came close; while Toland’s Christianity not Mysterious of
1696 frankly condemned both the ideas of revealed religion and God’s inter-
vention in the system of nature through miracles. Shaftesbury, in his Inquiry
Concerning Virtue or Merit (1699) argued for the existence of a good God,
but, convinced by Spinoza’s ciriticism, derived nothing from scripture; he
declared himself the enemy of all sectarian ‘enthusiasm’. Eagerly absorbed by
the philosophes, he was translated by Diderot. Collins’s Discourse of Free-
thinking (1713) also won their praise, while the title of Tindal’s Christianity
as old as the Creation, or the Gospel a Republication of the Religion of
Nature (1730) spoke for itself. The message of all these tracts was that religion
must be reasonable, or it was.mere superstition. But to be reasonable it also
had to be simple, clear, logical, and obvious. Tindal’s ‘Christianity’ was so
purged and rarefied as to be unrecognizable to most practising Christians. It
was in fact deism, the only religion acceptable to most philosophes. D’ Alem-
bert aroused a tremendous controversy, which led ultimately to his resignation
from the Encyclopedia, when, in an idealized article on Geneva, he suggested
with obvious approval that most of the ministers of religion in that Calvinist
state were ‘perfect Socinians’.*> A few went further. By the 1750s Diderot
had passed through deism to atheism. So had the most important other con-
tributor to the later volumes of the Encyclopedia, the baron d’Holbach. To
them the distant, non-interfering, first-cause God of the Deists was so remote

3% Quoted in J. Lough, The Encyclopédie, 208.
3 Encyclopédie, art. Genéve.
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as ta_have no relevance.to human life; he.was.dispensable;.the universe might . ,

just as well have come together by chance. This possibility contained, as
Diderot clearly saw to his intense anguish, the_seeds of a profound cosmic

essimism. Deism stopped short at that; it assumed that the Great Designer
%b‘enevolent and had endowed men with goodness and a capacity to
control their fate. Deists were cautious optimists.

We should beware of attributing too much intellectual symmetry to the
thought of a very numerous and diverse set of individuals, but this complex
of opinions did have a certain logical self-consistency. One supreme fact drew
them together more tightly than any logical links: all seemed to contradict in
one way or another the dogmas and practices of established religion. Atheists
and deists alike could unite on this. If no ideas were innate, where did that
leave men’s immortal souls? If morality was relative, what about the unique
rectitude of Christian ethics? If nature invariably worked by fixed rules, how
were miracles possible? If all knowledge was to be subject to free inquiry,
what scope was left for the church’s authority and the revelation of which it
was the custodian? If toleration obtained, could the church have any authority?
Everywhere the entrenched clergy and its supporters stood resolved to avoid
these problems; philosophes were equally determined to raise them. So the
Enhghtenment was not anti-religious, but it certainly was anti-clerical, carrying
matters mhe “domain of the intellect. The clergy enjoyed temporal
power. If Enlightenment were to progress further, sooner or later phllosophy )
would have to turn its attention to practical politics. vt



9. A Doubtful Progress

The greatest problem about the Enlightenment is to estimate its influence.
Philosophes, most of them brilliant publicists, ostentatiously applauded
measures of which they approved. It was easy to infer that they had brought
them about. ‘Opinion governs the world,” Voltaire proudly declared in 1766,
‘and in the end the philosophes govern men’s opinions.’! But the events
claimed as successes by the Enlightenment were usually the product of com-
plex circumstances in which the state of advanced opinion was only one
strand. Not surprisingly, the results often fell far short of expectations. By
the 1780s the philosophic tide had left few European intellectuals untouched,
but the concrete achievements remained fragmentary. As Kant declared in
1784, it was the Age of Enlightenment, but not an enlightened age.?

It was not only the strength of ‘prejudice’, or ‘superstition’, or even (as
Kant thought) laziness or cowardice, that made progress so uncertain. It was
also the fragmentation of the forces of Enlightenment themselves. The first
decade of the Encyclopedia was a time when all these forces seemed to
approach consensus. D’Alembert believed, rightly, that the middle of the
century, when the great dictionary began to appear, was a turning-point.
Surprisingly however, it was not a turn towards ultimate unity, but rather to
diversity of a new sort. Doubting voices raised earlier now found their lonely
persistence attracting attention, while the new orthodox found themselves
under criticism from others who felt that their logic could be carried much
further. The Encyclopedia sowed seed as well as bearing fruit. By the time
its text was complete, in 1765, the consensus of the 1750s had dissolved. The
advantages of Enlightenment were as clear as they were ever to be, but the
question now was how to implement them. In the face of practicalities the
clear prescriptions of the 1750s dissolved into complexity. The movement
lost its unity. No wonder then that its final achievement proved so uneven.

Natural Religion dnd Beyond

The case of ‘Natural Religion’ clearly illustrates the ambiguity of the En-
lightenment’s success. The term came from England, but it described some-
thing found all over Europe—the apparent compromise of Christianity with
the spirit of the age. Natural religion conformed to d’Alembert’s criterion of
what was acceptable, because its touchstone was reason. It did not base its
claims on revelation or on such supernatural evidence as miracles; rather it
pointed to the harmony of nature, the relative sociability of men, and their
recognition of moral obligations, to prove the existence of a benevolent

! Quoted in T. Besterman, Voltaire, 427.
Z ‘Answer to the question “What is Enlightenment?”’ in H. Reiss (ed.), Kant’s
Political Writings (1970), 58.
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believed that Christianity could be reduced to a few simple and clear precepts.
Obscurities in the Bible were obviously mere misunderstandings. Such principles
seemed designed to outflank hostile criticism by abandoning more vulnerable
doctrines. ‘Do not fear that you will lose the religion of your fathers,” declared
a German preacher in 1788. ‘Reason does not undermine religion, but only
its excrescences. You will lose prejudices but retain the essence of religion.
The latter will, indeed, stand all the more firm in the future the more closely
it approaches the light of reason. When harmonized with reason, it will no
longer have to fear the latter’s attack.”

But in 1788 this was to argue after the event. The assumption that Natural
Religion was a response to philosophic attack was only partly correct. In the
seventeenth century both Catholic Jesuits and Protestant Arminians had
argued that reason alone can clarify that ambiguities of revelation. English Lati-
tudinarians and some German Pietists had come along way towards renouncing
theological ‘excrescences’ before any serious philosophic criticism had begun
to be levelled at Christianity. The deism of Locke, Toland, Collins, and
Tindal flourished in a latitudinarian atmosphere; and in so far as it served to
inspire the philosophes (as it undoubtedly did), enlightened hostility to
Christianity was as much a result as a cause of the development of natural
religion. Nevertheless criticism, when it came, could only accelerate its
development. The trend was particularly marked in Germany, where radical
theologians systematically sheared Christianity of most of its central doc-
trines, leaving a pale creed of good feelings and universal benevolence. The
most typical German work was Reimarus’s The Principal Truths of Natural
Religion (1754), which propounded a deistic creed and was defended in the
1770s by the playwright Lessing against the attacks of the principal champion
of Lutheran orthodoxy, Pastor Goeze of Hamburg.

Goeze’s main contention was that neither Lessing nor Reimarus was a
Christian, an accusation which Lessing never answered directly. English
protagonists of Natural Religion, however, had been at pains to stress that it
was not synonymous with deism. In his Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable
Obligations of Natural Religion, and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian
Revelation (1706), Samuel Clarke attempted to show that, although reason
alone could not guide men to all the truths of the Christian revelation,
revelation itself contained nothing against reason, so that deists were wrong
to reject it. Thirty years later Bishop Butler produced The Analogy of Religion,
Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature (1736),
which argued from the uncertainty of human knowledge to the likelihood of
the basic propositions of the Christian revelation. Gone, however, were tradi-
tional certainties; Butler’s most frequent assertion goes no further than that a
thing is probable.

The attempt to distinguish between natural religion and deism was in fact
a losing battle. God could be reconciled with reason in a way that Christ and

® Quoted in K. Epstein, The Genesis of German Conservatism, 116—17.
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the multifarious doctrines surrounding His worship never could. Nor did talk
about ‘true Christianity’, a religion shorn of these doctrines, prove in any way
satisfactory. The most notable effect of the writings of Clarke, paradoxically,
was to persuade the century’s most influential advocate of natural religion,
Rousseau, of the truth of deism. Rousseau was as anti-clerical as any philosophe,
scorning miracles and all the other evidences of revelation. But he believed
that the human heart needs religion and that the harmony of nature and the
essential primitive goodness of men were ample evidence of a benevolent God.
These views were elaborated in the Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Curate,
a discourse embedded in the didactic novel Emile, or Education (1762).
Basically Rousseau’s argument for God was the Argument from Design, but
he added a subjective element not susceptible of rational examination and
indeed derived from ideas directly opposed to the orthodoxies of the age.
This was the conscience, ‘an innate principle of justice and virtue** in the
depths of men’s souls which only God could have put there and which was in
itself sufficient evidence of His existence. To resurrect the possibility of
innate ideas was revolutionary, but Rousseau went further: he partially
rejected the sovereignty of reason itself. ‘Too often reason deceives us, we
have only too many grounds for dissenting from it; but conscience never
deceives; it is man’s true guide; it is to the soul what instinct is to the body;
whoever follows it obeys nature.”> God existed for those who felt He existed.
This was a convenient argument, and one that Christians could use. The
Methodists used it. But it had no objective validity, and those reared on
rationalism preferred more traditional proofs. Typical was Thomas Paine,
who had an autodidact’s capacity for announcing what others considered old-
fashioned or obvious with unusual clarity. Reason proved, he proclaimed in
The Age of Reason (1794), that ‘the only religion that has not been invented,
and that has in it every.evidence of divine originality, is pure and simple
Deism.’® But he and all other later deists except English Unitarians (who
persisted in believing that they could reject Christ’s divinity yet remain
Christians) shared with Rousseau the conviction that natural religion and
Christianity had nothing in common. ‘Of all the systems of religion that ever
were invented, Paine asserted,” ‘there is none more derogatory to the
Almighty, more unedifying to man, more repugnant to reason, and more
contradictory in itself, than this thing called Christianity.’

One thing however all believers in a God, Christian or otherwise, did agree
on: society needed religion to keep it together. Rousseau was certain that it
was a natural and necessary corollary of civil society. His most notorious
disciple, Robespierre, horrified by the chaos which seemed to accompany

4 ‘Profession de foi’ in R. Grimsley (ed.), Rousseau’s Religious Writings (1970),
157.

* lbid. 153-4.

¢ The Age of Reason, in P.S. Foner (ed.), The Life and Major Writings of Thomas
Paine (1945), 600.

7 Ibid.
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the ‘dechristianization’ of 1793, sought to buttress the return of order
with his ‘cult of the Supreme Being’. No well-ordered or virtuous society,
he believed, could be made up of atheists. Yet this proposition had been open
to doubt at least since the time of Bayle, who delighted in extolling atheism’s
paradoxical potential for virtue. Atheists among Bayle’s contemporaries kept
quiet, but they did exist. The most notorious (though not until after his
death in 1729) was the French country priest Jean Meslier. Outwardly
orthodox while he lived, he left a voluminous manuscript which bitterly
denounced the whole apparatus of religion, which he saw as nothing more
than a device by which some men are able to dominate others. He saw no
proof that God existed, and too much evil in the world to believe that He
ever could. This so-called Testament was prominent among the clandestine
literature circulating in manuscript in France in the first half of the century.
In the 1760s Voltaire published extracts from it, after his own faith in a
benevolent God had been shattered by the Lisbon earthquake of 1755.

This natural calamity was a turning-point in eighteenth century thought.
On 1 November an earthquake and a series of tidal waves destroyed Lisbon,
and as a result perhaps 15,000 people died. It was difficult to go on believing
that a world in which such events were possible was one in which all was
for the best. The earthquake was the final death blow to the cosmic optimism
propounded by—mr)?ﬁz and Pope. To Voltaire it demonstrated God’s callous
indifference. To others it suggested that He did not exist at all, confirming
the suggestions of a growing band of bold thinkers, such as the physician La
Mettrie, whose Man a Machine (1747) and Man a Plant (1748) outraged
even philosophes by their open materialism. God might exist, La Mettrie
said, but since there is no way of knowing, He is irrelevant to human affairs.
Men are machines, sensation is their motive power, they have no immortal
souls. By the 1750s Diderot too had progressed to the ultimate conclusion
that God positively did not exist, though he rejected the blind and deter-
ministic materialism of La Mettrie. And Diderot converted the most notorious
atheist of all, d’Holbach, to the views he spent much of his later life pro-
pagating. D’Holbach conducted a Paris salon throughout the last thirty years
of the old regime, which was the nerve-centre of French atheism. He also
produced a stream of books and pamphlets, unceremoniously pillaging
Meslier, against Christianity, deism, and indeed all religion. His best-known
work, the System of Nature (1770) proclaimed that only matter and motion
existed, that both were eternal and therefore had no need of a creator.

So a small but growing number of thinkers, increasingly openly, were reject-

ing not | only y Christianity but also any religion as the century went on. They
carried doctrines of natural religion, evolved from Locke’s psychology, to
what opponents of ‘philosophy’ justifiably saw as their logical conclusion.
Rousseau, who did not accept Locke’s psychology, disclaimed any part in this.
By the time he wrote Emile Locke had been refuted, although more con-
ventional men preferred not to admit it. Rousseau proposed alternatives to
Locke, but he had not demolished him. That privilege fell to David Hume.
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The Foundations Destroyed: }-Iume

Hume constructed no system; “he s1mply showed that the accepted system of
his day led nowhere. He had the most penetrating critical intelligence of the
century, yet with complete orthodoxy he accepted that reason and experience
were the only keys to knowledge. His achievement was to demonstrate that
even they produced no certainty, that the assumptions upon which the
Enlightenment based its thinking led to a dead end.

His fundamental work, the Treatise of Human Nature, later revamped as
the Inquiry concerning Human Understanding, was first published in 1738.
It carried the psychological principles of Locke to their logical conclusions.
Berkeley had argued that, on Lockean principles, matter could not be shown
to exist; only mind was self-evident. Hume contended that not even the
existence of mind itself could be convincingly demonstrated; the only sure
reality was an unending stream of impressions, whose true nature was beyond
comprehension, but without which the idea of mind had no meaning. Nor
was there any logical proof, in a world in which only impressions certainly
existed, that any thing was the cause of anything else. Causality was a mere
inference from phenomena repeatedly occurring together. Hume pointed out
that this proved nothing. The principles of knowledge used by all advanced
thinkers until Rousseau were thus shown to be fundamentally unsound.

Needless to say, the demonstration of the inadequacies of reason and
experience was also fatal to any idea of reasonable religion. Hume spent much
of his later life elaborating criticisms of ‘religion, which all stemmed from his
original arguments. If there was no proof that mind existed, how much less
was there of any such thing as an immortal soul? If causality was nothing
more than conjunction, the Argument from Design, which assumed that all
things require a cause, collapsed. Besides, it was ultimately based on the
analogy of the temporal world, which bore no necessary resemblance to any
sphere in which an omniscient, almighty, Supreme Being might move. These
were the lines clearly advanced in Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural
Religion, written in the 1750s but not published until 1779, when he had
been dead and safe from attack for three years. They exposed the weakness
of arguing, like Butler, from analogy and more generally showed up natural
religion for the vague and inconsistent compromise that it was. Hume could
hardly, then, be expected to defend revealed religion, and in his essay Of
Miracles he disposed of the strongest evidence for that, too. The notion of a
miracle was repugnant to reason—‘no testimony for any kind of miracle
ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof.’”® Yet Christianity could
not be reasonably believed without miracles. This did not make Hume an
atheist. He once told an indignant d’Holbach that he did not believe there was
any such thing. Rather he was a profound sceptic. Religion was ‘a riddle, an
aenigma, an inexplicable mystery. Doubt, uncertainty, suspense of judgment
appear the only result of our most accurate scrutiny, concerning this subject.”

8 Essays (1903 edn.), 540.
® The Natural History of Religion, ed. H.E. Root (1965), 76.
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But suspense of judgement still meant suspense of belief, whether in Nature’s
God or the more specific mysteries of Christianity.

Not surprisingly Hume’s contemporaries found it hard to accept that he
had demolished the whole intellectual foundation of their age yet offered
nothing concrete to replace it. Since he embarrassed them, they ignored him.
His Treatise, he recalled in famous words, ‘fell dead-born from the press’*°
and his other philosophical works fared only slightly better. Presbyterian
divines warned Scottish congregations against him, and he only became widely
known in England when he took to writing the History of England. Even this
work proved controversial for its sympathy to the Stuarts. By the 1760s he
was celebrated in France as a foe of religion, but Condillac retained authority
on the subject of human understanding. In Spain he was chiefly known for
his economic essays, while in Germany he remained almost unknown until
discovered and elevated by Kant into an opponent deserving demolition in his
turn. Kant and Rousseau were Hume’s true successors; not because either
carried his ideas forward but because they both set out in directions which
avoided the dead end to which he had brought philosophy. Both did so, in
their very different ways, by rejecting what Hume had accepted from Locke—
the impossibility of innate ideas. For Rousseau, conscience was innate; for
Kant, rejecting Hume in his Critique of Pure Reason (1780), the mind had an
innate capacity for imposing intelligibility upon the messages it received
through the senses. Yet the immediate influence of both was limited. Kant
was no philosophe; he was a dry academic writing for his own kind. Rousseau
fell out with every major thinker he met and remained more talked about
than understood. Meanwhile the conventional Enlightenment ground on, with
enough apparent worldly success to prevent it from seriously facing the
awkward questions about its own outlook that these lonely figures had raised.

Toleration

Even religious toleration, that unanimous aspiration of enlightened thinkers,
did not always owe its progress to them. Between 1660 and 1685 it was
positively in retreat. The English parliament restored Anglican uniformity,
persecuted dissenters, and baulked attempts by Charles 1I to abrogate in-
tolerant laws. Louis XIV systematically undermined the legal safeguards
enjoyed by the French Huguenots, culminating in 1685 with the revocation
of their guarantee of toleration, the Edict of Nantes. In Russia a government
wedded to the Nikonian reforms ruthlessly persecuted recalcitrant Old
Believers. Only in the Dutch republic, with its decentralized constitution and
evenly divided confessional groups, did toleration persist; but when Spinoza
dared to praise his native land for this,!! most contemporaries saw in such
praise only one more reason to condemn him.

Yet 1685 was a turning-point. The persecution of the Huguenots outraged
Profestant opinion and even many Catholics were unenthusiastic. Bayle had
already fled to Rotterdam, from where he was to preach ceaselessly the

12 ‘My Own Life’, in Essays, 608.
"' Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, ch. XX.
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virtues of toleration; and at the height of the crisis, Locke in his Dutch exile
produced the influential Letter Concerning Toleration. The effect of the
revocation in England did much to unite Protestants in the face of James II’s
attempts to divide them, and the regime which succeeded his publicly aban-
doned religious intolerance in the Toleration Act of 1689. In fact the con-
cession was limited to freedom of worship for Protestant dissenters. All non-
Anglicans remained excluded from positions of power or influence, and
until 1714 persistent efforts were made to circumscribe their position still
further. Laws against Catholics, meanwhile, were reinforced, with a savage
penal code in Ireland, which attempted to deprive the huge Catholic majority
of all access to wealth orinfluence. Nevertheless there was now more toleration
under the British crown than under most others, a fact which, underlined
by the prestige of Locke,impressed contemporaries. From 1727 the remaining
civil disabilities of Protestant dissenters were suspended from year to year.
‘If there were only one religion in England,” observed Voltaire,'? ‘despotism
would be to be feared; if there were two, they would cut each other’s throats;
but there are thirty, and they live together in peace and happiness.’

The revocation of the Edict of Nantes affected every Protestant state in
which Huguenot exiles settled, above all the Dutch republic and Branden-
burg. They witnessed not only the pathetic prospect of refugees from a brutal
persecution, but also, in time, some striking economic results. The Huguenots
were skilled and industrious; 200,000 of them left France as a result of
Louis’s policies, carrying their skills with them, setting up prosperous com-
munities wherever they went, and often importing techniques hitherto
unknown. Governments were impressed, as much by France’s apparent loss
as by their own gain. In reality the impact of the persecution on the French
economy was not as serious as many contemporaries or subsequent historians
believed.'® But the belief was what counted. The lesson was clear: toleration
was good for an economy. When Voltaire sought a scene to epitomize the
blessings of toleration in England, he chose the Stock Exchange.

Practical arguments of this sort did far more than abstract moralizing
to promote toleration. Only church-dominated states, such as Salzburg
whose prince archbishop expelled 17,000 Protestants in 1732, remained
immune to their appeal. Frederick II certainly did not; indeed he had an
extra practical incentive from 1742, when half a million Catholics had become
his subjects with the conquest of Silesia. But Frederick was genuinely in-
different to confessional divisions and had the example of industrious Huguenot
settlers to underline the economic benefits. So in its turn Prussia became an
example of toleration, followed by the Austrian empire in 1781. Joseph II
had already done much to curb the persecution that his mother would
cheerfully have authorized during their co-regency, and now granted freedom
of worship to all denominations except those who, he claimed, did not know
what they believed—deists, of all people. Even Catherine of Russia urged her

2 Lettres philosophiques, Letter VII.
13 See W.C. Scoville, The Persecution of the Huguenots and French Economic
Development 16801720 (1960).
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ill-fated law-reform commission of 1767 to institute ‘a prudent Toleration of
other Religions, not repugnant to our orthodox Religion and Polity’,'* and
although nothing came of that, the empress ceased to persecute the Old
Believers.

In France the remaining Huguenots went relatively unmolested after the
bitter war of the Languedoc Camisards. But periodic outbursts of anti-
Protestant feeling did occur, during one of which, in 1761, a Toulouse
Protestant called Calas was accused of murdering his son to prevent his
conversion to Rome. When, on plausible enough evidence, Calas was executed,
Voltaire, convinced that it was an example of the worst religious intolerance
and bigotry, launched a spectacular propaganda campaign to rehabilitate his
name by securing the reversal of the verdict. After twelve pamphlets and one
full-scale Treatise on Toleration (1764), he finally succeeded in 1765. The
Sirven case (1762—75), another alleged murder by Protestants to prevent
apostasy, and that of La Barre (1766), when a reader of his own Philosophical
Dictionary was executed for blasphemy, involved Voltaire in further energetic
campaigns. Although these contributed to the spread of opinion favourable
to toleration in France, the government still trod with extreme caution. Not
until 1787 did it propose to grant civil status to Protestants. Even then the
clergy and much of the populace were hostile.

The most forceful argument then advanced was that the Protestants had
proved, by a century of tranquillity, that they were good citizens and loyal
subjects. Similar arguments were proposed in favour of Catholic relief in
England and Ireland in the 1770s and 1780s. They were impressive, but hardly
logical. One reason for submissiveness had undoubtedly been the very com-
prehensive severity of the penal laws. They demonstrated that intolerance
could be very effective in dispelling the political threat originally presented
by nonconformity. Now, when the laws were relaxed, as in France or Ireland
during the early 1790s, the result was to draw the dissidents back into politics
in an attempt to progress beyond toleration to equality. This in turn rekindled
deep-rooted popular sectarian hostility among the dominant groups and
helped to promote a new intolerance.

So toleration triumphed slowly, partially, and ambiguously. In 1789 it had
still to extend its blessings to much of Ifaly and the Iberian peninsula. Even
where governments were convinced, their subjects were frequently less
malleable; popular prejudices were not changed by laws. Besides, hardly any-
body advocated a toleration without limits. Professed atheists remained rare
and profoundly suspect; Joseph II still punished deists; and even the most
illustrious philosophes such as Diderot, d’Holbach, and Voltaire, were unable
to rise above the universal popular hatred of the Jews. Judaism was an ex-
clusive religious sect; it seemed no better,and possibly worse, than Christianity
itself in its ‘fanaticism’ and ‘superstition’. Germany produced more enlighten-
ment in this respect. The single example of Moses Mendelssohn, a believing
Jew yet a disciple of Leibniz who sat at the very centre of the Enlightenment

4 “Instruction to the Commissioners,” no. 495, in W.F. Reddaway (ed.), Documents
of Catherine the Great (1931), 289.
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in Berlin, inspired Lessing to celebrate Jewish wisdom in Nathan the Wise
(1779), and the Prussian diplomat Dohm to advocate full civil equality
for Jews in On the Civic Improvement of the Jews (1781). But the criticism
aroused by such works was intense and Joseph II’s emancipation of Jews in
his territories was an example not followed elsewhere in Germany until some
time later. Even then it is hard to see whether emancipation did not promote
rather than diminish popular anti-semitism.

Education

To legalize toleration was of little benefit if children were still taught at
school that intolerance was a virtue. Enlightenment could hardly progress far
if education continued to inculcate the principles of ‘prejudice’, ‘superstition’,
and ‘fanaticism’ to which it was most opposed.

Philosophes, though aware of this, were also aware that it was an extremely
dangerous subject. ‘The art of forming men’, wrote the financier and amateur
philosopher Helvétius, ‘is in all countries so closely linked to the form of
government, that it is perhaps not possible to make any considerable change
in public education without making one in the very constitution of states.’'®
This was so true that for many years few were prepared to join Helvétius in
advocating general educational reform and in being prepared to face the con-
sequences. Locke’s brief Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693) and
Condillac’s heavy and cumbersome Course of Studies (1775) were both based
on the idea, utopian for all but a few, of individual tuition. Their own ex-
perience as teachers was confined to this. D’Alembert in the Encyclopedia
explicitly declared that individual and private tuition was superior to any
public system.’® The most influential work on education of the century,
Rousseau’s Emile (1762) was rooted in the assumption that man, born
innocent, is corrupted by the unnatural ways of society and that therefore
the best education must take place in isolation. Thousands among the literate
and privileged had their lives warped in subsequent years by attempts to bring
them up, like Emile, according to nature; but happily only they could afford
it. Most of those (still 2 minority) who received any formal education did so
collectively, in public institutions. About these the philosophes had much less
to say: they deplored their domination by the clergy, but generally agreed
that it was impossible to eliminate clerics or theology entirely. They did
however suggest that religious subjects should be approached late, when the
judgement was fully formed. There was also general agreement that schools
should lay more emphasis on learning by experience rather than by rote,
and on more practical subjects like mathematics and the sciences.

Piecemeal changes along similar lines were made in the early eighteenth
century, with little debt to philosophic thought. Often those who introduced
them were extremely hostile to change, seeking to produce more, not fewer,
religious minds. In England, while the traditional grammar and public schools
and the two universities remained Anglican and hide-bound in the classics and

'S De I'esprit (1758), Discours 4, ch. XVIL.
16 Art. Collége.
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theology, private dissenting academies offered an education that was non-
conformist but strong in mathematics, geography, and elementary science.
In north Germany the Pietist university of Halle, with its attendant schools,
inspired many other institutions to adopt its vernacular learning and diminish
the role of theology. In Catholic south Germany, the Habsburg dominions,
and Poland, the late seventeenth century saw the spread of the Piarists, a
teaching order which laid special emphasis on mathematical skills. Admittedly
the leader of Piarist education in Poland, Stanislas Konarski, had read and
absorbed Locke and Montesquieu, but neither his intention nor that of his
order was to undermine faith. The syllabus of Konarski’s Warsaw College for
Young Gentlemen, founded in 1740, was largely vernacular and strongly
scientific. By the 1760s even the Piarists’ most formidable rivals, the Jesuits,
had adopted many features of the teaching pioneered in this school. In
France the Oratorians catered to a growing minority of the rich who sought
more than the old Jesuit prescription of classical languages and theology.
They offered classical literature rather than language, more history, more
mathematics, and although their theology tended to be rigorist and some-
times Jansenistic, there was less of it. Both Montesquieu and d’Alembert
were products of Oratorian colleges.

On the other hand Voltaire, Diderot, Helvétius, and most of the other
French philosophes who (unlike Rousseau) had received a formal education,
had received it from the Jesuits. They were a living warning to those who
(like Helvetius himself) believed in the limitless power of education to mould
minds; for in them the Jesuits had clearly failed. Or had they? In so far as the
Jesuits were the self-appointed champions of orthodoxy and of ecclesiastical
involvement in politics they were certainly their enemies. The persistent
attacks of the Jesuit Journal de Trévoux on the Encyclopedia showed that
the feeling was reciprocated. Yet philosophes also recognized from personal
experience that the Jesuits, emphasizing the importance of human reason,
had a certain breadth of approach. They were, said d’Alembert, ‘accommo-
dating people as long as you do not show that you are their enemies, [who]
give you some freedom of thought. The Jansenists, without consideration or
enlightenment, want you to think like them; if they were the masters, they
would exercise the most violent inquisition over work, mind, speech and
morals.’!” Philosophes attacked the church, but as d’Alembert implied, the
Jesuits had far more to fear from Jansenists.

Yet neither, alone, brought about the collapse of the Jesuits between
1759 and 1773. They fell, not through attacks on their involvement in
politics, but through that involvement itself. Pombal expelled them from
Portuguese territories after they had resisted his attempts to impose royal
authority on their theocratic sub-state in Paraguay. His example came at a
moment when the French Jesuits were about to appeal to the parlement of
Paris in a case arising from the bankruptcy of their trading house in Martinique.
The magistrates, long-standing cnemies of Jesuit ultramontanism, took the

7 On the Destruction of the Jesuits in France, quoted in R. Grimsley, Jean d’Alem-
bert (1717-1783) (1963), 187.
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opportunity to investigate the whole constitution of the order and found
it subversive. Subsequently they persuaded the government to ban the
society from France entirely (1764). Spain, Naples, and Parma rapidly
followed the example; Clement XIV was elected in 1769 on the clear under-
standing that, as soon as circumstances were favourable, he would dissolve it.

The fall of the Jesuits in 1773 was the most important educational event
of the century. Around 1750 they had numbered 22,000, of whom 15,000
taught the children of the ruling orders in 669 colleges and 163 seminaries
throughout Catholic Europe and South America.!® These bodies were now
dissolved, their assets confiscated, their staffs either scattered or deported.
How were they to be replaced? Faced with this practical opportunity, philo-
sophes suddenly became deeply interested in education. La Chalotais,
procurator-general of the parlement of Rennes and author of perhaps the
most eloquent judicial report against the Jesuits, produced in 1763 an Essay
on National Education. The title suggested the theme—that the gap left by
the Jesuits should be filled by a uniform, nationally organized system of
secondary education, staffed by nationally qualified teachers using officially
approved textbooks. Ecclesiastics were to be largely excluded from teaching
and religion was to be a matter of instruction outside school only. Meanwhile
Helvétius was inspired to follow up the scandalous success of his Of Mind
(1758) which contained the seeds of his educational ideas, with a sequel,
Of Man, his intellectual faculties and his education, published posthumously
in 1772. Lockean principles, he believed, logically implied that men were
born equal, and that their subsequent inequality was largely the result of
differing circumstances, the most important being the type of education they
received. By control of this, inequality itself might be controlled; indeed,
Helvétius believed that ‘Education can do anything.” Religion should be
rigorously excluded from education, and only laymen should be licensed
teachers. Diderot was predictably less optimistic. In his Plan of a University
(1773) he advocated a secondary education based almost entirely on the
sciences until its last stages, but reluctantly conceded that some consideration
of religion could not be eliminated. National co-ordination and organization
were essential. Rousseau too stressed this in his Considerations on the Govern-
ment of Poland (1772), in which the utopianism of Emile w~s sci aside. He
suggested that Poland needed to assert and define her national character, and
that a national educational system under a central board of guardians was the
best means.

When this actually happened in Poland, however, it owed little to Rousseau’s
advice. By 1773 the Jesuits had already modernized their teaching under
Konarski’s influence. Upon their disappearance their extensive estates were
confiscated and put at the disposal of a Commission of Education entrusted
with the organization of a national system implementing the reformed
principles more fully, exactly as Rousseau had advocated. The ‘national’

'8 Figures derived from E. Préclin and E. Jarry, Les Luttes politiques et doctrinales

aux XVII® etX VIII® siécles, Vol. 19 (ii) of A. Fliche and V. Martin, Histoire de I'Eglise
(1956), 683-4.
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character of the instruction given by these schools was vividly reflected in
the ‘patriotic’ revolts of the 1790s.

It was ironic that France, the home of so many educational plans, never
profited from the opportunity presented by the fall of the Jesuits. Seven of
their eighty-six colleges were taken over by their old rivals, the Oratorians.
Others were put under municipal control, or grafted on to other failing
institutions. But there was no plan of any sort. In 1766 the university cf Paris
introduced a competitive qualifying examination, the agrégation, designed to
produce better teachers, but no other steps were taken. The opportunity was
missed. French education remained chaotic and unco-ordinated until beyond
the Revolution; and it is interesting that the generation which made and
guided that Revolution grew to maturity in such conditions.

Even in Spain more was done. Charles III’s government replaced the Jesuit
domination of schools and universities with close supervision of its own. It
banned Jesuit works and doctrines and prescribed the teaching of anti-papal
views, with much talk of education being a public service. This was far from
shaking the clerical grip on Spanish education, but at least enough con-
troversy was created to prompt thought. The most spectacular results occurred
in the Habsburg dominions where, thanks to the protection of Maria Theresa,
the declining power of the Jesuits did not disappear until their general dis-
solution in 1773. By then widespread educational reforms were already under
consideration and only the total impossibility of replacing the thousands of
clerics whostill dominated education at all levels prevented a bold secularization
of the whole system. Laymen of anti-clerical views were introduced into key
university chairs, while syllabus reform diminished the role of theological
and classical studies in favour of what was useful to the future bureaucrats
whom the government believed the universities were there to educate—
German and other modern languages, law, political science. Mathematics,
history, and geography were introduced into school curricula and the first
steps taken towards setting up a universal system of compulsory education.
Released from the brake of his mother’s prejudices, after 1780 Joseph II
pushed such reforms much further. All teaching orders except the Piarists
were now dissolved. By 1790 a greater proportion of children were at primary
school in the Austrian domains than in any other part of continental Europe.
But Joseph’s watchword was utility; and although children would be better
subjects if provided with the elementary skills of reading and writing, over-
education should be avoided. Accordingly the teaching of non-practical
subjects declined dramatically and so did the number of secondary schools
and universities. Fees were pitched prohibitively high so as to discourage
any aspirants to education for its own sake. Religious precepts were still
taught, although now their precise content was determined by the state, with
a view to confirming the subject’s submissiveness. None of the small clique
of fervent anti-clericals around Joseph questioned the utility of this: religious
education clearly had some use, after all.

To non-Catholic rulers this was a truism. Frederick II, personally in-
different, believed that children must be instructed in religion if in nothing
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else. Under him Bible-based elementary education spread in Prussia, but
higher education enjoyed a status as ambiguous as it did under Joseph,
supported by the state almost exclusively as a nursery for bureaucrats. In
Russia education in the western sense simply did not exist—despite Peter I's
grandiose plans for universal elementary instruction—outside a few metro-
politan institutions catering for the nobility. In 1786 Catherine decreed the
establishment of a new elementary system, and in the next fifteen years the
number of schools in Russia doubled. Even so, in 1795 they still hardly
numbered over 1,000, a derisory number for a population so huge, and
although the more advanced taught modern subjects, they also reserved a
sizeable amount of syllabus time for ‘a reasonable understanding of the
Creator and His holy law’.!® The same could be said, curiously, of the most
thorough, universal, and efficient educational system in Europe, that of
Scotland. Its object was to produce a Christian nation, with the church, in
the form of local presbyteries, exercising a final veto on all teachers and
subject-matter. Later in the century the foundation of independent private
academies was to demonstrate a certain dissatisfaction with this state of
affairs. Yet neither free discussion nor enlightenment were seriously hampered
by ecclesiastical involvement in the educational system, as the scale and
quality of the Scottish Enlightenment amply showed. Philosophes tended to
forget that education in religion gave alert minds something taxing to argue
against.

Towards Utility
Of all the church’s ways, none incensed philosophes more than monasticism.
Monks and nuns were idle and unproductive; they hoarded wealth, and,
being sworn to celibacy, they did nothing to increase the population. Their
uselessness was continuously laboured throughout the Encyclopedia. ‘The
prodigious number of monasteries’, wrote Jaucourt, author of a quarter of
the whole work and therefore typifying its general view, ‘which has con-
tinued to subsist in the Catholic church, has become a charge on the public,
oppressive and manifestly promoting depopulation; it is enough to glance at
Protestant and Catholic countries to be convinced of it. Commerce enlivens
the one, and monasteries bring death to the other.’?® Diderot shared this
view; but in his novel The Nun (1768, but unpublished in his lifetime) he
went beyond his philosophic colleagues to attack the pernicious effect of
monastic life on the individual character. It was true that few regular orders
were totally contemplative. Many were involved in education and most
dispensed some form of charity. But neither religious education nor charity
impressed their enemies, in whose eyes the one promoted superstition, the
other idleness. Only those orders that ran hospitals and asylums sometimes
found themselves exempted from general criticisms; but equally often ardent
critics overlooked their special contribution.

Hostility to monasticism was_far_older than the Enlightenment. Nor did

' Quoted in P. Dukes, Catherine the Great and the Russian Nobility (1967), 242.
20 Art. Monastére.
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it take philosophic propaganda to alert governments to the pernicious effects
of too many religious. Colbert grimly noted that there were no monks in
Holland and England; in 1666 he forbade the founding of new communities
without royal permission and suppressed all those founded in the previous
three decades. In fact, the great Counter-Reformation expansion in religious
orders was already losing its momentum in France, although in Germany,
torn by warfare earlier in the century, it continued in full vigour until the end
of the century. After 1700 the monastic population ceased to expand—in
France by 1750 it was positively on the decline. Such trends had the para-
doxical effect of highlighting the abuses of the system: huge accumulations
of landed wealth in the hands of underpopulated spiritual corporations,
especially when they were exempt from taxation, seemed increasingly in-
tolerable. Everywhere governments moved against mortmain, and the ease
with which the Jesuits were dissolved suggested even more radical policies.
The French church, thoroughly alarmed, established a ‘Commission of
Regulars’ to put its own house in order; between 1766 and 1784 it dissolved
426 religious houses, made access to vows more difficult and abandonment
easier, and even wound up certain minor orders. The main victims were
contemplatives: preaching, teaching, and charitable foundations, all per-
forming useful functions, survived a policy which derived more ideological
inspiration from the Jansenistic self-esteem of the secular clergy than from
the criticisms of pagan philosophers. But elsewhere governments took direct
action without consulting the church. In Russia in 1764 Catherine con-
fiscated all ecclesiastical property; thenceforth its revenues were administered
by a ‘College of Economy’ which paid stipends to the clergy. At the same
time many monasteries were completely dissolved by the monarch who
proclaimed to Voltaire that her motto was ‘Utility’.2! The archbishop-elector
of Mainz dissolved monasteries in the 1780s in order to increase the endow-
ments of his city’s university. Above all, Joseph II shared his chancellor
Kaunitz’s belief that ‘the many thousands of monks could be replaced by a
few hundred secular clergy and priests actively concerned with the cure of
souls.’?> Kaunitz had already hedged the monasteries about with restrictive
regulations before Joseph attained sole power, but after 1780 a frontal
attack was mounted. In the space of a few years, with the dissolution of 700
houses belonging to contemplative orders in the Habsburg domains, the
monastic population fell by nearly two-thirds. Only orders performing a
public service, such as the Piarists, remained. Abandoned monastic buildings
were turned to public use, sales of monastic property helped to finance the
emperor’s educational reforms and institutions of public charity. Undoubtedly
one motive was a Colbertian desire to remove a dead weight from the
economy; the influence of German and Flemish Jansenists also played its
part. But if anything was owed to the writings of philosophes, they were
Italian rather than French, their influence penetrating through Lombardy.

2 11-22 Aug. 1765. Quoted in Reddaway, Documents of Catherine the Great, 4.

22 21 June 1770. Quoted in T.C.W. Blanning, Joseph II and Enlightened Despotism
(1970), 128.
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Most notable was that of the historian Muratori, who preached moral rebirth
through a Christianity that wasted nothing on display, but was economical,
practical, benevolent, and utilitarian.

Whether or not the decline of the cloister was their doing, philosophes
could only applaud it. Monasticism derived its justification ultimately from
the doctrine of original sin—that men are born irremediably evil, with the
implication that since little can be done to improve human society, the
holiest withdraw from it. The Enlightenment rejected such a view; no qualities,
let alone inherited evil, were innate. Thus men and society were capable of
infinite improvement. The touchstone of morality ceased to be what was
least offensive to God; it became what was most useful to Man. On this
criterion monasticism lacked any justification. Yet the view was not neces-
sarily unchristian. A renewed emphasis on practical religion, benevolence,
and good works had characterized all Christian sects since the Reformation.
Few of the regular Catholic orders founded during the Counter-Reformation
had been primarily contemplative. So the utilitarianism of the Enlightenment
grew up in an atmosphere already sympathetic. ~

Implicit in Enlightenment thought from the start, the principle of utility was
slow to develop into a conscious criterion for judging every thing. Its progress
can be vividly seen, for example, in the evolution of prize-essay subjects an-
nounced by academies. Literary and theoretical subjects which had dominated
earlier in the eighteenth century were completely outnumbered in the 1780s
by practical subjects concerning agriculture, technology, and social problems.
The Encyclopedia, with its philosophical essays side by side with expositions
of technical matters, stood in this as in so much else at the crossroads. The
shattering of Leibnizian optimism by mid-century natural calamities upset
any idea that a benevolent nature had ordained a world where all was for the
best; it was as good, and only as good, as men could make it. Not only the
Lisbon earthquake played its part here. A catastrophic famine in southern
Italy in 1764, for instance, turned the attention of Neapolitan radical thinkers
away from the traditional sniping at the church towards the urgent practi-
calities controlling food supplies. At the same time the ever-growing pressure
of taxation, and the social problems it gave rise to, promoted renewed specu-
lation on questions of economics and the expansion of wealth. Attacks on
monastic wealth and privileges were only the first stage. By the late 1750s
the whole science of modern economics was being born in the writings of the
physiocrats, who adopted the propagandizing methods of the philosophes in
the firm conviction that their science would be useful to their fellow men.

The theory of utility, when at last it came to be formulated explicitly,
was derived inevitably from Locke, from his contention that the mainsprings
of human action are the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain. With God
non-existent or at best non-interfering, these principles clearly implied that
good equalled nothing more than pleasure, and evil no more than pain.
Morality was a matter of results rather than motives. What was good was
merely what men found useful, that is to say pleasurable. The first to expand
at length on this theme was Helvétius, that believer in the formative power of
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circumstances, who declared in 1758 that ‘Customs. . .have always found
their source in the real or at least apparent utility of the public.’> Absurd cus-
toms were merely those that had lost their original justification. In 1764 the
Milanese Beccaria based a whole theory of criminal law on even more explicit
utilitarian principles. Laws, he declared, in Of Crimes and Punishments, ought
to be formulated by ‘a cool examiner of human nature, who knew how tocol-
lect in one point, the actions of a multitude, and had this only end in view, the
greatest happiness of the greatest number’.** Jeremy Bentham, still a student
when Beccaria wrote, had already been inspired by Helvétius. In subsequent
years, he made this principle the keystone of his philosophy of utility, which
won the adherence of a whole school of English thinkers in the next century.?s

Utilitarian morality was purely social. The main problem was how to
reconcile individual with general happiness, pleasure, or utility. However
it was to be done, there was at least general agreement on the means. It was
to be through legislation. ‘Morality’, declared Helvétius, ‘is a frivolous science
if it is not compounded with politics and legislation.”?® The most powerful
circumstances moulding human character, and promoting an unnatural
inequality, were the laws and institutions under which men lived. This was
Montesquieu’s contention too, but he had held that laws are in their turn
conditioned by factors beyond human control, such as geography and climate.
Helvétius rejected this: laws, though they conditioned human beings, were
the product of men alone and could be changed by men according to their
utility. The general good was best promoted by laws that penalized the
excessive pursuit of individual good. The law was to be an instrument of
social engineering. Rousseau, no utilitarian, devised a closely similar theory
of political obligation. Setting out in his Social Contract (1762) to explain
the paradox that ‘Man was born free, and everwhere he is in chains’,?? he
assigned to legislation the key task of achieving a balance between the body
politic’s infallible general will towards its own good and the shortsighted
particular will of individuals, which blinded them to their deeper common
interests. To Rousseau, obedience to a self-imposed law, in the form of the
general will of political society, was true freedom; there was no anomaly in
forcing people to be free.?® There was no room in Rousseau’s Utopia, any
more than in Helvétius’s, for social deviants. For him the state was perfectly
justified in executing those who refused to conform to its laws and even—so
far had principles evolved in a circle—to the religion established by law.

True utilitarians were not so sure. Pain being evil, its infliction by the
law had few redeeming features, above all when it took the form of torture.

23 De l'esprit, Discours 2, ch. XIII.

2% An Essay on Crimes and Punishments (1767), Introduction, 2. The first formu-
lation of the ‘greatest happiness principle’ in fact appeared in Hutcheson’s Enquiry
Concerning Moral Good and Evil (1725) § VIIIL.

5 See the opening passages of Introduction te the Principles of Morals and Legis-
lation (1789).

26 De l'esprit, Discours 2, ch. XV.

27 Social Contract, Bk. 1, ch. 1.

?® Ibid. Bk. L. ch. VII.
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‘It is’, wrote Beccaria,” ‘confounding all relations, to expect that.. pain
should be the test of truth, as if truth resided in the muscles and fibres of a
wretch in torture.” All shades of enlightened opinion shared this hostility to
torture. Bayle and the Encyclopedia condemned it; Voltaire campaigned
ceaselessly against it. Its use in fact declined significantly as the century went
on. In England (but not Scotland) it had largely disappeared some time before
1660; in Holland it had gone by 1700, though not formally abolished. It was
abolished in Sweden in 1734, in Prussia in 1740, in Baden in 1767, in Saxony
in 1770, in Denmark in 1771, and in Austria in 1776. France had to wait
until 1788 for its final abolition, although it was restricted in 1781; but only
Spain and Russia (notwithstanding Catherine’s loud declarations of intent)
among major states postponed abolition. Undoubtedly the endless preaching
of \philosophes played its part in this progress, especially the later stages.
Yet the trend was already established long before the full flowering of the
Enlightenment, owing most, it seems (like the decline in witchcraft prose-
cutions), to the dissatisfaction of legal authorities with its practical use in
establishing reliable evidence. In the case of capital punishment, however,
judiciaries were mare cautious. Beccaria roundly denounced it, but found
much less progress to applaud; far fewer were prepared to go with him beyond
condemning simply the abuse of the death penalty. Only in Tuscany was
the experiment of total abolition made, but within a few years it was felt
necessary to reintroduce it. Elsewhere, there was some progress in reducing
the number of capital crimes; although in much praised England at least their
number actually grew.

Opponents and Nonconformists
By the 1760s the Enlightenment was becoming respectable. Philosophes may
not have brought about most of the events they applauded, but could almost
be excused for thinking that they had. Statesmen praised them, monarchs
sought their advice. Catherine of Russia corresponded with Voltaire and
Diderot—the latter visiting St. Petersburg at her invitation. Voltaire spent
several years (1750—3) as Frederick’s guest in Berlin and corresponded with
him throughout their lives. D’Alembert advised Frederick on academic
matters (though from the civilized distance of Paris). Academies throughout
Europe were taken over by the adherents of Enlightenment. Even Pope
Benedict XIV, a civilized and courteous man, was known to correspond with
philosophes. In his later years Voltaire established himself on a lavish estate
at Ferney near Geneva, where he played host to hundreds of curious travellers
who made a point of passing through, some to talk with him, but most
merely to listen and to stare at this modern Socrates. His last trip to Paris
in 1778 was one long festival of triumph, the exhaustion of which probably
did a good deal to bring about his death.

Yet to conquer kings, academies, capital cities, was not to conquer opinion.
And public opinion remained hostile to-much-of what the philosophes

** FEssay on Crimes, ch. XVI, 58.
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s for. For every bold new work to struggle to the light through the net
of censorship, there were tens, sometimes hundreds, of refutations. Most,
inevitably, emanated from the clergy. In France until the 1760s the Jesuit
Journal de Trévoux was a monthly forum for criticism of all new ideas, sub-
jecting the Encyclopedia in particular to minute scrutiny. The Jansenist
Ecclesiastical News was also predictably hostile. For the less sophisticated,
weekly sermons in their parish churches warned of the dangers of incredulity.
In Protestant countries the sermons of such eloquent clerics as the Hamburg
Pastor Goeze or Wesley did much to stiffen resistance to unbelief. To the
learned still other clerics addressed massive works reaffirming the truths
of religion, such as the Notice to the Clergy on the Dangers of Incredulity
(1770) of Lefranc de Pompignan, archbishop of Le Puy; or the Certainty of
the Proofs of Religion (1767) of Bergier, canon of Notre Dame, who from
1770 enjoyed an annual pension to encourage further writing in defence of
the faith. In England William Warburton, bishop of Gloucester, defended
revealed religion in The Divine Legation of Moses (1737—41) and later made
celebrated attacks on the philosophy of Hume.

Clerics were not the only defenders of faith. Fréron’s Literary Year,
appearing from 1754 onwards, attacked Voltaire and the Encyclopedists with
a vigour and ridicule matching their own. In 1757 Moreau gave the philosophes
a scornful nickname, which stuck, in his New Memoir to serve for the history
of the Cacouacs; and in 1760 they were characterized as little more than a
noisy mutual admiration society in Palissot’s satirical play The Philosophers.
What scandalized the lawyer Linguet, who between 1777 and 1792 ran a
journal of comments called Political Civil and Literary Annals, was the
fanaticism and intolerance of the philosophic sect, which he considered
worse than the religious varieties they denounced. The result of such per-
sistent attacks was to attribute to the philosophes a conscious unity which in
reality they had never had. Thus was born the legend of a philosophic plot
to subvert the morals of European society. It was already implicit in the two
volumes of The Helviennes, or Philosophic Provincial Letters (1781—88) of
the Abbé Barruel, a contributor to Fréron’s Literary Year, and was elaborated
in 1797 in his Memoirs to serve for the history of Jacobinism, in which the
whole of the French Revolution was attributed to a conspiracy of philosophers
and freemasons. The most eloquent version of this legend came in Edmund
Burke’s Reflexions on the Revolution in France (1790). Burke spoke of a
‘literary cabal’, which ‘had some years ago formed something like a regular
plan for the destruction of the Christian religion’, pursued ‘by endeavouring to
confine the reputation of sense, learning, and taste to themselves or their fol-
lowers’.>® In 1790 their critics had more concrete reasons for blaming them
than before the French Revolution. Intellectual conservatism in the pre-revolu-
tionary ageis perhaps best exemplified by Samuel Johnson,critic,lexicographer,
and aggressive conversationalist, a devout Christian constantly assailed by black
doubts and ungrateful to those who fostered them: ‘Rousseau, Sir, is a very

3 Everyman ed. 107-8.
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bad man. I would sooner sign a sentence for his transportation, than that
of any felon who has gone from the Old Bailey these many years. . . Sir,
do you think him as bad a man as Voltaire?—Why, Sir, it is difficult to
settle the proportion of iniquity between them.’®!

But not all critics of the Enlightenment were conservatives. As time went
on growing numbers began to conclude either that it had not gone far enough,
or that, in pushing forward, it had taken false directions. The most celebrated
was Rousseau himself. Although he began as a philosophe, befriended Diderot,
and wrote articles for the Encyclopedia, his first major work, the prize dis-
course of 1753 on the question of whether the restoration of the arts and
sciences had purified or corrupted morals, revealed his profound unorthodoxy.
Rousseau proclaimed his faith in man’s innate goodness or at least innocence
=in itself a rejection of Lockean premisses. Far from being significant only
in society, men were corrupted by society. No wonder that, believing this,
Rousseau increasingly distrusted the worldly, sophisticated circles in which
more and more philosophes moved. In the Letter to d’Alembert (1758)
he made explicit his break with them by defending the right of his native
republic of Geneva to prohibit theatres, a policy d’Alembert had criticized
in his Encyclopedia article on the city. Theatres, for d’Alembert an essential
sign of civilization, signified for Rousseau decadence and corruption. He
spent the last twenty years of his life in rural retreats, his isolation increased
by a pathological obsession that the world was conspiring against him. This
was partly true: philosophes naturally felt injured by his attacks. Voltaire
considered his writings books against the human race. Constituted authorities
in 1762 believed that both Emile and the Social Contract were subversive of
good order and public morals; they were condemned and Rousseau fled into
exile. Johnson spoke not only for himself when he declared that such an
avowed enemy of society deserved all that society did to him. Rousseau’s
mind was full of obvious contradictions,which his own repulsive self-righteous-
ness often concealed from him. Yet there was no limit to the startling impli-
cations of his thought. In him, the conviction that nature was basically good
survived the Lisbon earthquake; he dismissed Voltaire’s disillusion by pointing
out that but for society there would have been no Lisbon to destroy in the
first place. Society perverted nature. Those who sought virtue should therefore
attempt so far as was possible to reject social artificialities and conform to
nature’s dictates. Nor was reason required to ascertain what these were;
natural instincts, embodied in conscience, were far more reliable guides.
Such thinking was revolutionary in every sense of the term. It offered radical
new criteria for the reformation of human institutions and, more dangerously,
it offered seductive justifications for action: feeling and the emotions. No
need henceforth to offer reasons for acting. Willing was apparently enough,
and men were, presumably, entitled to what their infallible consciences told
them they ought to have. This was far closer to Hobbes’s version of the rights
of man in the state of nature®? than Rousseau would have cared to admit.

31 J. Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson LL.D. (1791), 15 Feb. 1766.
32 Gee below, p. 231-2.
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If individual feelings, rather than universal reason, were the true main-
springs of human activity, then the individual rather.than society was what
mattered. This was the central assumption of the outlook that was to take
shape towards the end of the century as Romanticism. Rousseau did not
create it, but more than anybody he appealed to the generation among whom
it was to flower. Nowhere was his influence more profound than in Germany,
where the aridity with which both rationalism and empiricism were taught
recalled the Lutheran theology of the previous century and invited a similar
emotional reaction. To those dissatisfied with German intellectual life Rousseau
came as a prophet. ‘Rousseau’, Goethe recalled of his student days in Stras-
bourg, ‘had really touched our sympathies.’>® Herder showed by constant,
though critical, references, how formative Rousseau’s influence had been;
and Kant, already a mature scholar of high reputation, was completely bowled
over when he first read Emile. Apart from his stress on_the emotions, Rous-
seau’s emphasis on wild nature appealed to Germans absorbed in creating a
poetry of ‘storm and stress’ under the influence of Herder’s Of German Race
and Art (1773). Above all, Rousseau symbolized opposition to the main-
stream of the French Enlightenment, which to Germans meant quite simply
French literature, in its turn symbolizing the French culture of Germany’s
ruling orders. If German culture was ever to assert itself, this French domina-
tion must be overthrown. One way to do this was to decry the philosophes
as the embodiment of the French spirit. For Herder no abuse seemed too
extreme. ‘Its age of literature is finished...’, he wrote of France in 1769,
‘the nation is living on the ruins. . .The taste for encyclopedias, dictionaries,
extracts and spirits of the writing shows the lack of original writings. So does
the taste for foreign writings.”*® Nor was he entirely wrong. By 1770 the
great names were ageing, their most important work behind them. Nobody
comparable was emerging to take their place. By the mid-1780s Kant, in
distant Konigsberg, was the only indisputable literary and intellectual giant
left in Europe; those who came closest to him were fellow Germans like
Herder, Goethe, and Schiller. The French literary world, symbolized by the
Academies, was by then under the domination of talents essentially mediocre
and derivative, if they deigned to write at all. In their hands the ideas of the
Enlightenment became stale with sterile repetition, yet they suppressed
attempts to develop new directions by their control of learned societies and
the world of publishing. Philosophes in power, especially the second-rate,
had become as Linguet had predicted, quite as intolerant as the priests they
felt so proud to have overthrown.

Flights of Fancy

The scientific revolution of the seventeenth century had been crucial to the

origins of the Enlightenment, yet much of the eighteenth century saw nothing

comparable in terms of scientific advance. It was in general a period of
33 Autobiography, ii. 105.

3 Journal of my voyage in the year 1769, in F.M. Barnard (ed.), J.G. Herder on
Social and Political Culture (1969), 101.
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consolidation and detailed correction rather than of dramatic breaks. Its
triumphs were cumulative—for example, Buffon’s Natural History, a massive
work of biological classification which began to appear from 1749 and con-
tinued for forty years, which time and time again approached the threshold of
evolutionary theory. In areas where the seventeenth century had seen no
decisive reorientation, such as chemistry, the'wildest speculation continued;
controversy raged for decades about phlogiston, a supposed universal substance
released by burning. The breakthrough came in the 1770s and 1780s with the
French amateur Lavoisier, who, building on and synthesizing the work of
British experimenters such as Black, Cavendish, and Priestley, discovered
oxygen and laid the foundations of chemical classification of the elements.
In 1783 he launched a general attack on phlogistical theories which estab-
lished him as the Newton of chemistry. Yet the overthrow of phlogiston
still took decades, because, as a universal yet invisible principle, it had im-
peccably Newtonian credentials. It was like the electricity revealed by the
experiments of Volta and channelled by Franklin’s lightning conductor; or
like the universal fluid which, in the theories of the Austrian doctor Mesmer,
conducted the world’s life-force—magnetism. In Mesmer’s view, obstructions
in the flow of ‘animal magnetism’ were the source of most illnesses. They
could be removed, and afflictions cured, by therapeutic sessions around tubs
filled with iron filings and bottles of ‘magnetized’ water, to which patients
attached themselves by grasping iron rods. So far was new science but old
magic writ large, that such doctrines seemed perfectly credible. Mesmerism
swept the fashionable world of France in the 1780s, claiming many ‘cures’.
Scarcely less successful was the selfstyled Count Cagliostro, who between
1770 and 1789 made a comfortable living in the capitals of Europe by
selling miraculous spells, potions, and philtres to credulous members of high
society. There was no clear frontier between science and pseudo-science.
Matters which, a century before, had fostered unbelief and scepticism, were
by 1780 appealing equally to the growing romantic taste for the mysterious,
the awe-inspiring, and the indefinable.

These symptoms of revolt from reason disturbed established authorities,
both political and intellectual. Hitherto the church had monopolized mystery
with its steadying hand, but the new fashions were harder to control. Cagliostro
meddled in everything, was expelled from France in 1786, and died in a
papal prison. An official commission of the Academy of Sciences (including
Lavoisier and Franklin) investigated Mesmerism and pronounced it a hoax.
But too many aspiring publicists and established public figures were commit-
ted to Animal Magnetism, and controversy continued until politics diverted
everybody’s attention in 1787. Even then it played its part: future revolu-
tionary leaders (of one brand or another), such as Lafayette, d’Eprémesnil,
Duport, Carra, Bergasse, and Brissot, had first met in defence of Mesmerism,
and the hostility of established authorities pushed them into attitudes
critical of the authorities themselves. Those struggling to make a living by
writing and seeking fame by espousing new ideas, to whom official con-
demnation was a mortal blow, hated those bodies that propounded it. The
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disciples of Voltaire and Diderot who now peopled the academies and enjoyed
comfortable perquisites seemed deliberately bent on excluding new talent
and condemning new ideas deemed by their anxious propagators to be
potentially of universal benefit to mankind. In this situation lay the origins
of the hatred many poor writers bore the institutions of the old regime.

Most disturbing about Mesmerism was its tendency to organize itself into
secret cells of initiates, the Societies of Harmony. Yet secret societies became
highly fa@nnabli_n the course of the elghteent.hi:entury, as was shown
by the success of Freemasonry, which first emerged from obscure English
origins in the early part of the century. The masons who formed the Grand
Lodge in London in 1717 and whose rules were codified in 1723, were a
body dedicated to mutual self-help, philanthropy, and toleration, under the
banner of deism but behind the veil of a secret set of rules and initiation rites.
Masonic lodges were self-recruiting clubs, non-political, moderately En-
lightened, but spiced with an element-of mystery. Their most regular activites
were purely convivial, however, and Masonry spread rapidly. ‘By 1740 it was
an accepted and well known feature of English life’, and had begun to
spread elsewhere. By 1730 there were lodges in Paris and by 1789 there may
have been as many as 50,000 French Freemasons, with lodges in every
significant town. The 1730s also saw the start of particularly rapid progress
in Germany and Italy. The movement was joined by leaders of society—
monarchs such as the Emperor Francis I, Frederick of Prussia, and possibly
even Louis XV, statesmen, innumerable noblemen, public officials, and
even philosophes including Montesquieu, Voltaire, Helvétius, and d’Alembert.
Masonry was not a popular movement but a fashion among the established,
the comfortable, the respectable, ‘people of quality’. It vaunted equality,
but only for equals. However there is no doubt that (despite the doctrinal
bickerings which created deep divisions for much of the century), it promoted
benevolence and sociability and facilitated inter-provincial and international
contacts. The cosmopolitanism of eighteenth-century culture owed it a
distinct debt.

Nobody believed in mid-century that Freemasonry seriously threatened
established institutions. It was true that the pope had condemned it in two
separate bulls (1738 and 1751). Rome saw it as a spearhead of deism, and the
masonic God, acknowledged by masons of all religions, certainly sounded
like a lowest common denominator. But the bulls had no effect; not only
Catholic laymen but also many priests continued to join lodges. Any society
professing itself secret arouses suspicions, but Masonry was familiar enough to
those in power to dispel most qualms. ‘Everybody is in it,” wrote Queen Marie
Antoinette in 1781; ‘so everything that happens there is known: where then
is the danger?’3® More disturbing however was the rise of a number of quasi-
masonic organizations, adopting the masonic form and its secrecy, but not

3% J.M. Roberts, The Mythology of the Secret Societies (1972), 22, upon which the
following account is almost exclusively based.
3 Quoted in Roberts, op. cit. 168.
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necessarily masonic ideals. The most notorious of these were the Bavarian
[lluminati. :

The Nluminati s were founded in 1776 by Adam Weishaupt, a professor of
law. Their object, though secret, was clear: to penetrate the institutions.of the
Bavarian state (perhaps the most orthodox in Catholic Europe) and bring
about enlightened reform on a basis of social equality and anti-clericalism.
Weishaupt’s Bibles were the works of materialistic French pagans such as
Helvétius and d’Holbach; he aimed at a direct involvement in politics which
Freemasons had always avoided. The society prospered, however, and by
1780 its members had begun to penetrate Freemasonry itself, to become a
sect within the sect; its influence had also spread beyond Bavaria’s frontiers,
notably to the Austrian domains. But by 1784 many of the secrets of the
[lluminati had leaked out and the electoral government began to suspect
that this secret order was simply a vehicle of Joseph II’s ambition to annex
Bavaria. It certainly professed aims for Bavaria that he was already imple-
menting in his dominions. Consequently the government decided to ban all
secret societies, and in 1785 Freemasons and Illuminati spec1ﬁcaITy In 1787
a whole series of confiscated documents were published illustrating the
extent of the ‘plot’ that had been thwarted.

A tremendous controversy ensued and was still going on when the French
Revolution broke out. Its effect was to throw deep (and generally undeserved)
political suspicion onto all Freemasons. In Germany the conspiracy served
to confirm the growing romantic ﬁostlhty to Enlightenment and all it stood
for. Everywhere those who regretted the disappearance of the Jesuits asked
themselves whether it had been the result of some more successful masonic
plot. Suspicion bred credulity. In these circumstances when the French
Revolution erupted, its opponents naturally rushed to conclude that it too
was the result of a conspiracy of Freemasons. No doubt the accusation held
a grain of truth, for no movement as widespread as Freemasonry in the
France of the 1780s could be totally without significance. There certainly was
a tendency for Freemasonry to involve itself in public issues, such as judicial
crusades, slave emancipation, and the opposition of the parlements to the
government. But none of this amounted to anything resembling an Enlighten-
ment conspiracy. Indeed, the Freemasonry of the 1780s was as much touched
by the flight from reason as its romantic critics. The mystical, ritualistic, and
emotional impact ofits rites grew more significant, and works such as -
Magic Flute or his Masonic Funeral Music demonstrated the religious response
it could evoke. Freemasons may have had little enough directly to do with
the end of the old regime but, like Mesmerism, Gothick novels, ‘storm and
stress’, and the religious revival which was to sweep intelligent circles in the
1790s, its mysteries were heralds of the end of the Enlightenment.









10. States and Their Business

Before 1789 the idea of the state, as we understand it now, was only half-
formulated. If, for instance, we define a state as an autonomous political unit
recognizing no sovereign power over itself outside itself, then Europe had few
indeed. Only non-Catholic countries were free of the jurisdictional claims of
the pope. “There were over 300 autonomous territories in Germany, far more
than in the rest of Europe put together, but all technically subordinate parts
of the Holy Roman Empire. Yet that shadowy structure in itself was not a
state at all, since it had no real control over its hundreds of constituent parts.
How, too, should we classify Hungary, Scotland before 1707, or Lorraine
before 1768, where dynastic accidents had reduced their nominal indepen-
dence to almost nothing? Rigorous modern definitions are seldom flexible
enough to comprehend the dlver51ty “and complexnty of old- -regime pohtlcal
institutions. 7T

Most states were geographically very small, the greatest number being
concentrated in Germany, Switzerland, and to a lesser extent Italy. German
and Italian states of greater size and importance, such as Naples, the papal
dominions, Bavaria, Saxony, or Brandenburg—Prussia stood out among
innumerable tiny principalities such as Parma, Baden, or Hesse, ecclesiastical
lordships such as Cologne, Mainz, or Salzburg, and city republics such as
Venice, Genoa, Lucca, Geneva, or Berne. East and west of this central strip
of Europe small states had once existed, but by 1660 were largely absorbed
into bigger and stronger political units. With the exception of Russia, most
major states were still recognizably amalgams of smaller ones absorbed by
military conquest, dynastic logic, or even mutual agreement. Their former
independence was often recalled by the continued existence of peculiar
institutions in provinces such as Catalonia, Scotland, Sicily, Brittany, or
Bohemia. And the piecemeal way in which most large states had been built
up was also reflected in some very untidy geography. The southern Nether-
lands, for example, ruled before 1713 by the king of Spain and afterwards
by the emperor of Austria, were hundreds of miles from any of the other
territories of either monarch. Until 1772 Prussia and Brandenburg were
separatéd by a wide corridor of Polish territory, while their common ruler
also had territories in Cleves and Mark on the Rhine, at the other end of
Germany, and even at Neuchatel, in Switzerland. The Dutch stadtholder was
prince of Orange, an enclave in southern France. The pope ruled another
enclave at Avignon. After 1714 the king of Great Britain was also elector of
Hanover. Few European states had any obvious geographical, ethnic, or lin-
guistic unity, nor was it widely felt that they should have. The power of states,
however, did not depend on their size, or even on their wealth. The Dutch
remained among the richest nations in Europe in the eighteenth century, but
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their international power shrank spectacularly; while Prussia became a great
power on the most meagre of resources. The important thing was the use they
made of their size and their resources—a matter of politics and constitutions.

No state had a ‘constitution’ in the modern sense of a single document
containing all the fundamental rules for the state’s functioning. The first
such instrument was that dictated to the Swedish diet by Gustavus III in
1772. The first to be adopted by agreement was that of the United States,
formulated in 1787, and that promulgated in 1791 by the French National
Assembly. Before that time a constitution comprised not one dbﬁﬁ?rent
but a collection of customs. ‘By constitution,” wrote Bolingbroke in 1738,
‘we mean, whenever we speak with propriety and exactness, that assemblage
of laws, institutions and customs. . .directed to certain fix’d objects of public
good, that compose the general system, according to which the community
hath agreed to be govern’d.’! Yet most constitutions of the old regime
suffered from the disadvantage that the ‘objects of public good’ were often
not agreed. The fundamental character of the state, which modern con-
stitutions are supposed to define, was always open to debate; it was never
entirely clear which customs were fundamental and truly ‘constitutional’,
and which could be changed. The modern notion of a constitution slowly
emerged over the eighteenth century as a way to overcome these ambiguities.
The ‘written’ constitutions of the United States and revolutionary France
were designed to limit the power of governments to change the form of the
state to suit their own convenience.

Forms o f Government

Montesqureuﬁ the most influential political writer of the eighteenth century,
divided forms of government into three species: republics, monarchies, and
despotisms.> Of these he clearly regarded republics as the most admirable
“but the least viable. They could only flourish, he thought, while they were
small in area; and most of them in his time were little more than city states.
Their systems of government were bafflingly diverse. Most of them took the
form of councils or hierarchies of councils, with executive power always in
the hands of more than one officer. This, it was believed, was the best way
to ensure that a city’s customs were not subverted by magistrates with
monarchical ambitions. The respective roles and powers of the various councils,
however, still gave rise to disagreement; conflicts on this issue tore Geneva
apart in the 1730s, the 1760s, and the 1780s; the built-in weakness of the
executive meant that since no party was able to carry a solution, outside
powers were finally called in to impose one. Checks and balances were also
the essence of the constitution in the two great mercantile republics of
Venice and Genoa, both headed by a single elected executive officer, a doge.
In both he was merely a figurehead with no freedom of action; real power in
Venice lay with the senate, a body of 300, elected in turn by the great council
of all nobles whose families were in the Golden Book; executive authority

! A dissertation upon parties (8th edn., 1754), 141.
2 Esprit des lois (1748), Bk. II, ch. I.
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belonged to officers nominated by the great council. The system was de-
liberately designed to prevent any one of them from engrossing too much
power. The results were impressive. Venice witnessed none of those inter-
necine struggles that lacerated Geneva and sometimes Genoa. But the real
political problem for Venice and Genoa was not so much the distribution
of power within the city, as the relationship between the city and its exten-
sive territories. Neither the Venetian terraferma stretching from the Adriatic
up into the Alps, nor the Genoese island of Corsica had any say in the way
they were ruled. As the eighteenth century went on the burghers of pros-
perous ferraferma towns such as Bergamo came increasingly to resent their
powerlessness, while in Corsica a revolt broke out in 1729. Genoese control
was never fully restored and a further revolt in the 1760s culminated in the
island’s annexation by France in 1768.

Republics were generally too small and their governments too weak to
remst“th’”&émgns of great powers. Those that had stirvived had done so
largely as diplomatic pawns, with the exception of the Dutch republic,
Europe’s largest, wealthiest, and (in 1660) the only great power among
them. The United Provinces were what Montesquieu called a ‘confederate
republic’® of nine territories. Eight were governed by estates, bodies of
representatives nominated largely by the burgher oligarchies of the major
towns. Executive power in the civil sphere was in the hands of an elected
pensionary, while each province’s military forces were commanded by a
hereditary stadtholder who was, in five provinces, the prince of Orange.
The government of the Republic as a whole was in the hands of the states-
general—a body of