Chapter 18: The Eighteenth Century – Lesson 1
Enlightened Despots

Opening the Lesson:

1. What was an Enlightened Despot?

a. Characteristically, enlightened despots built roads, canals and bridges, codified laws, curtailed the independence of the Church and nobles, built and trained a bureaucracy, and attempted to build a sense of national unity. All had been done before, but the E.D. differed in attitude. The E.D. justified what he did on grounds of usefulness to society; not because of divine right.

b. The E.D. did not necessarily claim any right from Heaven and favored religious toleration for which there was precedence, but there was a new secular outlook, and this is seen in the attitude against the Jesuits. Philosophes, such as Voltaire, believed that the clergy were primarily concerned with increasing the power of the Church and not concerned with bettering mankind.

c. The E.D. was intolerant of tradition; less willing to compromise; wanted quick results. They tried to justify themselves in the light of reason and usefulness.

2. The philosophes were not political or social revolutionaries. They hoped for change from above rather than a revolutionary transfer of power to the unenlightened masses. Like Voltaire, the majority believed that enlightened despotism was the form of government that offered the greatest chances for reform, but enlightened actions were not always the result.

3. Enlightened Despotism failed in France. Louis XV was indifferent to serious questions; more absorbed in the daily activities at Versailles. “After us, the deluge!” characterizes his attitude toward conditions in France.

Developing the Lesson:

I: Frederick the Great  r. 1740-1786

A. Background

1. Son of Frederick William I

2. In his teens he played the flute, read philosophy, and wrote poetry in French

3. His father considered him idle and frivolous

4. Frederick rejected the crude life in a barracks and rebelled against his father

5. He ran away with a friend when he was 18, pursued, caught, imprisoned, and forced to watch the beheading of his friend

6. He took the throne at 28 in 1740

B. Frederick’s Foreign and Military Policy

1. He was everything his father wanted as he invaded Silesia as soon as he took the throne in an opportunity he couldn’t pass and caused the War of Austrian Succession
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2. In the Seven Years’ War he personally and brilliantly led his army

a. Struck repeatedly against superior forces and kept fighting even though all appeared lost

b. He was saved when Peter III took the throne of Russia

3. These wars made him consider how more humane policies might strengthen Prussia

a. He was an avid reader of the French philosophes and invited Voltaire to spend time in Prussia

b. Voltaire spent several years in Prussia but left when the two quarrelled; it is said that Prussia was not big enough for two egos their size

4. After the Seven Years’ War he spent time writing his memoirs, music and history, promoting agriculture and industry, rebuilding the treasury, drilling his army, assimilating Siliesia, etc.

C. Frederick’s Accomplishments

1. Agriculture

a. Imported new crops and ideas, and helped peasants repair farms ruined during the wars

b. Encouraged immigration to replace losses in wars

2. Religion

a. He was a Deist

b. Tolerant of all religions including the Jews as long as they paid high taxes to compensate for what Fredereick considered to be their uselessness

3. Free expression

a. A Prussian could believe anything as long as he did not say or write anything that would disturb the state

b. Was limited to the king’s dinner table and there to the king alone

4. Public education

a. Promoted education primarily for the upper classes but elementary education for all which would aid in social stability and loyalty to the state

b. “Teach the children religion and morality; the people need know only a little reading and writing”

c. Spent little on it compared to what he spent on the military

5. Judicial system

a. Ended the torture of prisoners

b. Set up a system of appellate courts and simplified the law codes

D. Frederick: An Enlightened Despot?

1. Prussian society was rigidly structured

a. All groups were segregated and each group paid different taxes and owed different duties to the state

b. No person could buy property of other group; keeping property intact helped to maintain distinct classes
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2. Did little to help the serfs since they were not free to leave, marry, etc. without permission of the nobles

3. He was mercantilist in his economic views

4. He claimed the right of absolute rule because only it could bring results

a. He said, “The king is the first servant of the state”

b. Only the king could lead the people to a better existence 

5. Old Fritz died in 1786 after ruling 46 years and leaving no trained successor making Prussia easy prey for Napoleon

II. Maria Theresa, Joseph II, Leopold II 1740-1792

A. Maria Theresa  r. 1740-1780

1. Her empire was a loose bundle of territories

2. How was she a contrast to Frederick the Great?

a. She was forced to establish her authority by force of arms

b. She was moralistic and deeply religious; devout Catholic

c. Frederick tolerated a loveless marriage while she enjoyed a happy domestic life giving birth to 16 children and taking an active role in their upbringing

3. She clearly established the idea that women were fit to rule

4. An Enlightened Despot?

a. Although she introduced a number of reforms, she banned the works of Enlightenment thinkers

b. Although Catholic and opposed to toleration of any other faith, she took actions against her own church

1) Confiscated property of the monasteries and forbade any new ones being established

2) Forbade the circulation of the Catholic Index

3) Abolished the clergy’s exemption from taxes

4) Expelled the Jesuits

c. She limited the amount of taxes and work that could be required of serfs

1) This was the first step taken to alleviate their misery and thus the first step in its abolition

2) It was an attack on the power of the nobles

d. She brought nobles from all corners of the empire to participate in its governing and as a result was able to force them to pay taxes

5. Her efforts were always directed at centralizing her power

B. Joseph II  r. 1780-1790

1. Maria Theresa’s eldest son

2. The most sincere of all the E.D. and his intentions were socially revolutionary

3. He had little patience with what he considered to be his mother’s cautious methods and partial measures; while she watched and waited; he would do neither
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4. To him, the state meant the greatest good for the greatest number but all under the direction of the monarch

5. Joseph’s “enlightened” actions

a. Granted full religious toleration including the Jews and angered many

b. Took actions against the Church to reduce its power

1) Closed monasteries to use facilities as hospitals

2) Put the clergy on the government payroll 

c. While his mother took steps to regulate serfdom, he ended it by freeing them of all forced labor causing the landlords to oppose him

d. Abolished capital punishment

e. Promoted education by paying for teacher education and supply textbooks to schools

6. How did Joseph fail?

a. Tried to make German the empire’s official language causing resentment among Hungarians, etc.

b. Peasants opposed his actions against the Church such as reducing the number of holy days

c. Nobility opposed his new tax system in which everyone paid on the same basis; a single tax

d. He had a vision of society where power and rank would be open to all with talent

e. He felt forced to create a secret police to oversee his reforms and the political prisons bulged with prisoners

f. The Belgians, Italians, all rose in revolt against him

g. He was a revolutionist without support; a failure because he couldn’t be everywhere and do everything; his officials were unequal to the task he laid out for them; not enough middle class to staff the civil service

7. Returning from an unsuccessful military campaign at 48 he took to his bed broken in health and died the next year believing that he had failed; many of his mother’s old ministers and friends abandoned him even on his deathbed

C. Leopold II  r. 1790-1792

1. Serfdom was reestablished and tax measures were reprealed

2. Efforts to centralize power by forcing the German language were abandoned

3. Plagued with please of help from sister, Maria Antoinette

4. Succeeded by Francis II who had to face Napoleon
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III. Charles III, Pombal, Gustavus III 1759-1792

A. Charles III  r. 1759-1788

1. One of his edicts prohibited the dumping of slops out of windows in Madrid

2. Reduced tariffs, supported the construction of roads, canals and harbors, and distributed land to peasants

3. Reduced the number of clergy and monasteries

4. He was opposed to Church influence in temporal affairs and suspicious of the Jesuits

a. Jesuits had reputation of intervention in political affairs

b. They had acculmulated wealth in commercial activities which violated their charters

c. Ordered them out of Spain in 1766 for participating in an organized riot in Madrid directed against the king

1) Pombal had ordered them out of Portugal in 1759 when accused them of conspiring to assassinate the king

2) All Jesuits schools in france were closed in 1764 and members exiled

d. The pope abolished the order in 1773 under threat of war 

e. Jesuits took refuge in Prussia and Russia

Concluding the Lesson:

1. What were the limitations and basic failures of Enlightened Despotism?

a. Succession

b. Most of the enlightened rule was superficial

1) Many were efforts to make the central government more effective and powerful

2) Few rulers tried to enact fundamental social, political, or economic reforms and those that tried generally failed; none of the reforms took into account all the changes that were occurring at the time

c. Much of the Enlightenment was more a matter of form than of content

d. France alone of the great powers failed to produce an even faintly enlightened despot

