
The Problem of "Enlightened Absolutism" and the German States
Author(s): Charles Ingrao
Source: The Journal of Modern History, Vol. 58, Supplement: Politics and Society in the Holy
Roman Empire, 1500-1806 (Dec., 1986), pp. S161-S180
Published by: The University of Chicago Press
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1880014 .

Accessed: 13/06/2013 11:15

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

The University of Chicago Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The
Journal of Modern History.

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 148.206.40.98 on Thu, 13 Jun 2013 11:15:01 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=ucpress
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1880014?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Problem of "Enlightened Absolutism" 
and the German States 

Charles Ingrao 
Purdue University 

Among early modern historians few controversies have endured so long 
and resolved so little as the ongoing debate over enlightened absolutism. 
Over the past century there has been widespread disagreement over both 
the motivation and sincerity of those later eighteenth-century rulers who 
professed to be converts to Enlightenment thought. At the same time, 
many scholars have questioned the compatibility of Enlightenment ideals 
with any form of authoritarian government, especially one that places 
limits on the freedom of the individual. For these reasons, there is still 
no consensus on whether enlightened despotism can stand as a conceptually 
meaningful political classification distinct from the forms of absolutism 
prevalent during the age of Louis XIV. 

In examining and analyzing the judgments of those scholars who have 
dealt with this phenomenon, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that 
the task of reaching a consensus has been complicated by an underlyiIlg 
clash of national cultural and historical perspectivesS a cleavage that has 
pitted German historians against the majority of their colleagues from 
France, Great Britain, and the United States. It would appear that progress 

. . 

toward defining both the intent and extent of enlightened absolutism 
depends on the ability to recognize these cultural biases especially 
those that spring from the political mythologies of the Anglo-Saxon 
world and divorce them from an impartial evaluation of the record of 
these princes. 

GERMAN VIEW 

Over the last century the existence of enlightened monarchs has been 
most widely accepted by German historians. It was Wilhelm Roscher 
who first utilized the term to distinguish the confessional absolutism of 
Philip II and court absolutism of Louis XIV from that form which en- 
visioned the monarch as a state servant dedicated to the popular welfare. 1 
His countrymen Fritz Hartung and Leo Just subsequently accepted the 
sincerity of the rulers' conversion from sovereignty based on divine right 

1 Wilhelm Roscher, Geschichte der National-Oekonomik in Deutschland 
(Munich, 1874), pp. 380-81. 
[Journal of Modern History 58, SUPP1. (DeCember 1986) S161-S180] 
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S 162 Ingrao 

to public responsibility based on a social contract. By mid-century Ernst 
Walder was even suggesting with some justification that the enlightened 
monarchs and the French National Assembly strove for many of the same 
objectives, with the former achieving their goals without the need for 
bloodshed .2 

Of course, another major distinction between revolutionary France and 
the neighboring princes was that the monarchs allowed little latitude for 
popular participation in government. That they chose instead to rule by 
Reinhold Koser's famous formula "Everything for the people, nothing 
by the people'' did not, however, detract from their accomplishments.3 
Indeed, Hartung pointedly rejected the term ''enlightened despotism" 
in favor of ''enlightened absolutism" because the rulers themselves vol- 
untarily submitted to immutable natural laws and limits they placed on 
the exercise of royal power a choice of words that has gained general 
acceptance among contemporary German historians .4 Moreover, in 
speaking of aufgeklarter Absolutismus, today's leading German historians 
have maintained much the same position that the monarchs represented 
a clear-cut evolution from their baroque predecessors and were influenced 
and motivated by Enlightenment ideals in the prosecution of reforms that 
reflected a genuine sense of social responsibility.5 

WESTERN CRITICISM 

Scholars outside Germany have, however, been far less accepting of the 
whole notion of enlightened monarchs, whether they ruled by ' 'despotism" 
or ''absolutism.'' With some early exceptions such as Geoffrey Bruun, 
W. H. Bruford, and Leo Gershoy,6 they have from the beginning disputed 

' Fritz Hartung, ''Die Epochen der absoluten Monarchie in der neueren Ge- 
schichte,'' Elistorische Zeitschrift 145 (1932): 46-52, and Enlightened Despotism 
(London, 1957), pp. 20, 23, 28-29, 140; Leo Just, ''Der Aufgeklarte Absolu- 
tismus,'' in Just et al., Elandbuch der deutschen Geschichte 2 (1938): 1-126; 
Ernst Walder, ''Zwei Studien uber den aufgeklarten Absolutismus,'' Schweizer 
Beitrage zur Allgemeinen Geschichte 15 (1957): 136. 

3 Reinhold Koser, ''Die Epochen der absoluten Monarchie in der neueren 
Geschichte, ' ' Elistorische Zeitschrift 61 (1889): 285. 

4 Hartung, Enlightened Despotism, p. 7. 
5 Karl Otmar Fr. von Aretin, ed., Der Aufgeklarte Absolutismus (Cologne, 

1974), p. 14; Eberhard Weis, "Absolute Monarchie und Reform in Deutschland 
des spaten 18. und des fruhen 19. Jahrhunderts," in Geschichte in der Gesellschaft: 
Festschrift fur Karl Bosl (Stuttgart, 1974), pp. 438-43; Rudolf Vierhaus, 
"Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert," in Aufklarung, Absolutismus, und Burgertum 
in Deutschland, ed. Franklin Kopitsch (Munich, 1976), pp. 182-83. 

6 Geoffrey Bruun, The Enlightened Despots (New York, 1929); W. H. Bruford, 
Germ(lnx in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, 1965; first published, 1935), 
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the German assumption that the monarchs were inspired by benevolent 
motives, arguing instead that their reforms masked attempts to achieve 
parallel but less ''enlightened'' goals. French scholars have presented a 
solid phalanx in charging that the monarchs' attempts to spur economic 
growth and to reduce the privileges of the church and nobility merely 
constituted a remedial attempt at state building in the fashion of Louis 
XIV. In the words of Frangois Bluche, enlightened despotism was merely 
''Louis XIV without the wig.''7 

Most Anglo-American historians have concurred with the French thesis, 
seeing the monarchs as merelzy trying to compete on the international 
stage with France and Great Britain by minimizing internal opposition 
and maximizing tax receipts .8 Even East German Marxist historians have 
joined in the attack on their Western countrymen albeit on their own 
terms and in their own language by asserting that the monarchs pur- 
posefully adopted bourgeois counsellors and policies in a dual attempt 
to catch up with the more economically advanced West and to forestall 
the inevitable bourgeois revolution.9 Nor have the Marxists been the 
only German skeptics. German emigre historians such as Hans Kohn, 
Hans Rosenberg, and Ernst Wangermann have joined the scholars of 

pp.11-43; Leo Gershoy, From Despotism to Revolution, 1763-1789 (New York, 
1944) . 

7 FranJcois Bluche, Le despotisme e'claire' (Saint Armand, 1968), pp. 331-33, 
353-54; Paul Hazard, European Thought in the Eighteenth Century (New York, 
1963), pp. 330-34; Georges Lefebvre, ''Enlightened Despotism" in The De- 
velopment of the Modern States, ed. Heinz Lubasz (New York, 1964), p. 58; 
Charles Moraze, ''Finance et despotisme, essai sur les despotes eclaires,'' An- 
nales Economies, Socie'te's, Civilisations 3 (1948): 279-82, 295-96; Michel 
L'Heritier, "Le role historique du despotisme eclaire, particulierement au 18e 
siecle, " Bulletin of the International Committee of Historical Sciences 1 (1928): 
601-12; Roland Mousnier and Fritz Hartung, ''Quelques problemes concernant 
la monarchie absolue,'' in Relazioni del X° Congresso internazionale di scienze 
storiche, vol. 4, Storia moderna (Florence, 1955), p. 17. 

8 George Matthew Dutcher, ''The Enlightened Despotism," Annual Report 
of the At1A for the Year 1920, pp. 189-98, and ''Further Considerations on the 
Origins and Nature of the Enlightened Despotism," in Persecution and Liberty: 
Essays in Elonor of George Lincoln Burr, pp. 275-403; M. S . Anderson, Europe 
in the Eighteenth Century (London, 1961), pp. 122-23; Robert Darnton, ''In 
Search of the Enlightenment,'' Journal of Modern Elistory 43 (1971): 122; John 
Gagliardo, Enlightened Despotism (New York, 1967), pp. 66-68. 

9 Ingrid Mittenzwei, ''Uber das Problem des aufgeklarten Absolutismus," 
Zeitschrift fur Geschichtswissenschaft 18 (1970): 1168-72; Horst Moller, ' ' Die 
Interpretation der Aufklarung in der marxistisch-leninistischen Geschichts- 
schreibung," Zeitschriftfur historische Forschung 4 (1977): 469-70; G. Schilfert, 
Deutschland, 1648-1789 (Berlin, 1963), p. 157. 
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their adopted countries by asserting that the monarchs were primarily 
interested in building armies in order to prosecute foreign policy fre- 
quently by aggressive means. 10 To be sure, not all Western scholars have 
been quite as dramatic and uncompromising as Roland Mousnier, who 
asserts that ''the sovereigns' goal was simply [to increase] state power 
in order to dominate, invade and dismember, that all this 'philosophy' 
was only a decoy.''ll There is a widespread sense that the monarchs 
were not totally devoid of charitable motivation, that humanitarian instincts 
and Enlightenment ideas were often present in their reforms. Rather, it 
is that ''cold political and economic requirements . . . had the ultimate 
voice in determining . . . the reforms,''l2 that ''enlightenment always 
took second place to power when there was a problem or conflict.''l3 

In addition to disputing the monarchs' motives, the critics have also 
questioned the compatibility of the authoritarian institutions of absolute 
monarchy with the basic libertarian principles of the Enlightenment.l4 
Even scholars such as Leonard Krieger who basically accept the notion 
that the monarchs were influenced by Enlightenment ideas have stressed 
the basic contradiction between individual freedom and those ''organizing 
principles" of absolutism that placed no limits on the exercise of sov- 
ereignty.ls Some German historians have dwelled on what Karl Otmar 
von Aretin has termed ''the dilemma of enlightened absolutism" that 
could reduce the scourge of corporate privilege only at the cost of si- 
multaneously reducing individual freedom. 16 There does appear, however, 
to have been a greater German acceptance of this contradiction, an ac- 
quiescence that Western scholars have attributed to what emigre historian 

10 Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism (Toronto, 1969), pp. 357-61; Hans 
Rosenberg, Bureaucracy, Aristocracy, and Autocracy. The Prussian Experience, 
1660-1815 (Boston, 1958), p. 156; Ernst Wangermann, From Joseph 11 to the 
Jacobin Trials (Oxford, 1969), p . 3. 

11 Roland Mousnier, Histoire ge'ne'rale des civilisations, vol. 5, Le XVllle 
siecle (Paris, 1953), p. 173. 

12 Gagliardo, p. 81. 
13 Isser Woloch, Eighteenth Century Europe: Tradition and Progress, 1715- 

1789 (New York, 1982), p. 250. Indeed, Reinhold Dorwart goes even further in 
asserting that the princes placed even more importance on state power and less 
on the popular welfare than did their baroque predecessors (The Prussian Welfare 
State before 1740 [Cambridge, Mass., 1971], p. 19). 

14 Alfred Cobban, In Search of Humanity (New York, 1960), pp. 161-67; 
Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation (New York, 1967-69), 2:494- 
96. 

15 Leonard Krieger, An Essay on the Theory of Enlightened Despotism (Chicago, 
1975), The German Idea of Freedom (Chicago, 1972), pp. 20-23, and Kings 
and Philosophers, 1689-1789 (New York, 1970), pp. 253-56. 

16 Aretin, ed. (n. 5 above), p. 18 

This content downloaded from 148.206.40.98 on Thu, 13 Jun 2013 11:15:01 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Problem of "Enlightened Absolutism" S165 

Georg Iggers has characterized as a separate historical tradition that 
placed more faith in the "enlightened authoritarian state, " in a Rechtsstaat 
governed by an " aristocratic and bureaucratic " elite. 17 

ANALYSIS 
In evaluating German scholarship, it is possible to conclude that German 
historians may have been too uncritical in accepting enlightened absolutism 
at face value, a tendency that may have initially stemmed from the ea- 
gerness of late nineteenth-century Prussian liberals to praise the achieve- 
ments of the Hohenzollern dynasty. Certainly one feature of German 
historiography that is difficult to accept is its seeming unwillingness to 
confront the aggression of Catherine the Great, Joseph II, and especially 
Frederick the Great and the incompatibility of their militarism with En- 
lightenment principles. It is, indeed, difficult to overlook the positive, 
sometimes fawning, evaluations of Frederick by Fritz Hartung, Gerhard 
Ritter, or Walther Hubatsch, when his best-known non-German biographer, 
Thomas Carlyle, confessed to the greatest difficulty in hiding his disgust 
for the man. Nevertheless, in their evaluation of enlightened absolutism, 
Western historians have also exhibited their own share of cultural biases, 
even to the point of criticizing institutions and patterns of behavior that 
are readily tolerated in our own society. 

Clearly the Western rejection of the authoritarian element of absolute 
monarchy reflects diverging national definitions of the Enlightenment 
legacy. To French scholars the Enlightenment is the French Enlightenment, 
as it is to their many North American colleagues who share Peter Gay's 
expansive claim that "there were many philosophes in the eighteenth 
century, but there was only one enlightenment.''l8 Yet the Enlightenment 
itself was not a monolithic cultural force but was instead sufficiently 
diverse to permit divergence from British or radical French views of 
politics. Moreover, though it may be true that the Germans' greater 
acceptance of authority both then and now may be rooted in their own 
distinctive national culture, the fact remains that the acceptance of ab- 
solutism corresponds more closely to the elitist eighteenth-century values 
expressed by most of the philosophes themselves. Only a minority of 
the philosophes considered popular sovereignty to be a component of 
individual freedom, and most actually accepted or even advocated the 
advantages of absolutism, visualizing politics as a means to an end, not 
an end itself. This was clearly the case with the Physiocrats, who first 

17 Georg Iggers, The German Conception of History (Middletown, Conn., 
1968), pp. 7-10, 15; Gershoy (n. 6 above), p. 70. 

Gay, 1:3. 
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used the terms despotisme legal and despote juste et eclaire to classify 
princes who served the popular welfare. 19 

The argument could, in fact, be made that the acceptance of absolute 
authority was far more representative of Enlightenment thought outside 
France and Great Britain. In the Mediterranean world Spanish and Italian 
thinkers assumed a utilitarian stance toward politics that generally endorsed 
absolutism.20 As we all well know, the acceptance of absolutism was 
common to virtually all German political theorists; once a monarch had 
accepted the limits and responsibilities of natural law, all of the most 
prominent Auflclarer from Pufendorf and Leibniz through Thomasius 
and Wolff to the young Kant recognized the primacy of the central 
authority without allowing for any significant checks.2l What we must 
not overlook, however, is that it was the Auflclarung, not the French 
Enlightenment, that was the dominant influence throughout eastern Europe, 
that the Polish and Russian intelligentsia were far more likely to read 
and be influenced by the political writings of German thinkers such as 
Christian Wolff than by Locke, Montesquieu, or Rousseau.22 In short, 
what Leonard Krieger has termed the ''modern union of liberal policy 
and absolute authority"23 was more widely accepted among the eighteenth- 

19 Gagliardo (n. 8 above), pp. 17-18; Gershoy, p. 67; Krieger, Theory of 
Enlightened Despotism, pp. 42, 69, 80; Hartung, Enlightened Despotism (n. 2 
above), p. 6. Most recently German historians have reemphasized that the Phy- 
siocrats were essentially unconcerned with government forms but that they regarded 
strong monarchs as the ideal agents for carrying out their programs. Folkert 
Hensmann, Staat und Absolutismus im Denken der Physiokraten (Frankfurt, 1976), 
pp. 292-304; Ulrich Muhlack, ''Physiokratie und Absolutismus in Frankreich 
und Deutschland,'' Zeitschriftfur historische Forschung 9 (1982): 20-21, 28, 
32. 

20 Richard Herr, The Eighteenth Century Revolution in Spain (Princeton, N . J ., 
1958), pp. 231, 444; John Lynch, ''The Iberian States and the Italian States, 
1763-1793," in The New Cambridge Modern Elistory (Cambridge, 1968), 8:361, 
387-88; Walder (n. 2 above), p. 154. 

21 T. C. W. Blanning, ''The German Problem in the Eighteenth Century," 
chap. 1 of Reform and Revolution in Mainz, 1743-1803 (Cambridge, 1974), pp. 
22-23; Krieger, German Idea of Freedom, pp. 53-68, 71-74, 77-78, 89-90; 
Geraint Parry, ''Enlightened Government and Its Critics in the Eighteenth Cen- 
tury, ' ' Elistoric al Journal 6 ( 1 963): 1 80-8 1 . 

22 Eduard Winter, Fruhaufklarung (Berlin, 1966), pp. 244, 299-308, 316- 
18, 342, 354; Marc Raeff, ' 'The Well-ordered Police State and the Development 
of Modernity in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Europe: An Attempt at a 
Comparative Approach, ' ' American Elistorical Review 80 (1975): 1235-37, and 
The Well-ordered Police State. Social and Institutional Change through Law in 
the Germanies and Russia, 1600-1800 (New Haven, Conn., 1983), pp. 181, 
222-23, 252. 

23 Krieger, German Idea of Freedom, p. 45. 
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century European intelligentsia than its Anglo-French alternative. Twen- 
tieth-century observers might be tempted to condemn this choice. Yet 
to embrace the early modern application of liberty as championed by 
Locke or Montesquieu is to endorse the cause of privilege based on 
feudal station (Montesquieu) or wealth (Locke), more than on freedom 
as we define it today. To justify a political ethic that sought to preserve 
oligarchic institutions merely because they eventually assumed more 
democratic forms is to commit historical anachronism. 

Western skepticism regarding princely motivation is also fraught with 
ahistorical flaws. It is undoubtedly true that the monarchs of the great 
powers gave the highest priority to questions of state power vis-a-vis 
both domestic and international adversaries. Giving precedence to such 
concerns is, however, hardly unique either in the past or the present, 
where such modern-day great powers as the United States, France, and 
Great Britain also devote a large share of the national wealth to military 
spending without incurring the suspicion that their sovereign authority 
is insensitive to the popular welfare. By the same token, the monarchs' 
attempts to consolidate domestic power parallel the behavior of all political 
figures, even in democratic societies, who ceaselessly endeavor to 
strengthen both themselves and the offices they hold against potential 
adversaries. Meanwhile, to dismiss the monarchs' sincerity on the grounds 
that their reforms simultaneously increased state power is hardly tenable, 
if only because the scope of their reforms extended beyond issues of 
national power or security. As T. C. W. Blanning has argued in defending 
the altruism behind Joseph II's welfare policies, ''not even Joseph II 
could have hoped to transform a deaf and dumb blind crippled lunatic 
illegitimate unmarried mother into an effective fighting unit."24 

In short, scholarly skepticism toward the so-called enlightened despots 
has hinged on the preconceptions and prejudices of national historical 
traditions. This is most obviously true for Marxist historians whose claims 
of widespread ''bourgeois" integration into governments that were fearful 
of bourgeois revolution correspond to Marxist-Leninist teleology rather 
than to the facts. It also pertains to the body of French scholars who see 
the Enlightenment in terms of French thought and absolutism in terms 
of Ludovican and Colbertine models right up to the storming of the 
Bastille. Perhaps it is too much to suggest that this skepticism toward 
enlightened absolutism has been influenced by France's wartime expe- 
riences with Germany's last two authoritarian governments. The histo- 
riographical record makes it rather likely, however, that Western skep- 

24 T. C. W. Blanning, Joseph II and Enlightened Despotism (Harlow, Essex, 
1970), p. 72. 
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ticism has been strongly influenced by the political orientation of the 
critics.25 The potent combination of Whig history and American political 
mythology, reinforced by the twentieth-century experience with author- 
itarianism, has made it virtually impossible for British, North American, 
and German expatriate scholars to perceive or to attribute benevolent 
motivation to any authoritarian regime. This would appear to be especially 
true among those historians writing in the 1960s whose consciousness 
was formed during or soon after World War II, when the aftermath of 
the fascist nightmare and the growth of Communist totalitarianism made 
it extremely difficult to find any form of authoritarianism palatable. Such 
an interpretation might explain the acceptance of enlightened absolutism 
earlier in the century by Bruford, Bruun, and Gershoy, before authori- 
tarianism had become wholly discredited, and the generally less skeptical 
nature of Western criticism in the last decade or so, when many British 
and American scholars have tended to judge enlightened absolutism more 
favorably and, in at least one instance, temper the skepticism of their 
earlier writings.26 

RECENT SCHOLARSHIP 
Historians such as Paul Bernard and T. C. W. Blanning have tended to 
-stress the influence of Enlightenment ideas and the benevolent motives 
behind the monarchs' policies. Today's scholars are also more cognizant 
of the divergent national currents of eighteenth-century thought and gen- 
erally reject the presumed homogeneity of a single Enlightenment closely 
modeled after the French.27 Finally, the outpouring of new monographs 
documenting the reform programs of various rulers has inclined historians 
like Hamish Scott to conclude that "the remarkable extent and the con- 
siderable success of the reforms introduced now seem established beyond 
qUeStiOn. 28 

Nevertheless, Anglo-American acceptance of enlightened absolutism 
remains qualified by one criticism first expressed two decades ago but 
increasingly heard today: that, however extensive and successful they 
may have been, the reforms themselves represented no more than cosmetic 

25 As suggested by Paul Bernard, Jesuits and Jacobins: Enlightenment and Enlightened Despotism in Austria (Urbana, Ill ., 1971), pp. 170-71. 
26 Hamish Scott has discussed this recent trend in Anglo-American scholarship and specifically notes the revision in M. S. Anderson's position as evidenced by the 1976 edition of his Europe in the Eighteenth Century (originally published in 1961) . See Hamish Scott, "Whatever Happened to the Enlightened Despots?" History 68 (1983): 245-47. 
27 Roy Porter and Mikulas Teich, eds ., The Enlightenment in National Context 

(Cambridge, 1981) . 
28 Scott, p. 247. 
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The Problem of "Enlightened Absolutism" S 169 
adjustments that corrected specific abuses but failed to remove the structural 
hubris of the old regime.29 Simply put, there was a considerable gap 
between the philosophes' visions and sanguine expectations of their 
"philosopher kings" and their actual accomplishments. Helen Liebel 
has, indeed, suggested that monarchs like Joseph II even used their power 
to preserve existing structures a charge that might be even more tenable 
when applied to Catherine II and fellow Canadian historian Karl Wegert 
has charged that the monarchs carried out reforms only when they felt 
menaced by unrest and wished to preempt upheaval.30 

Eberhard Weis has rebutted the charge that reform was merely cosmetic 
by pointing to the monarchs' contribution in replacing the entrenched 
feudal structure with modern bureaucratic systems and economic policies, 
as well as in the sheer volume of specific achievements in jurisprudence, 
health care, education, religious toleration, public administration, and 
agrarian reform.3l Such attempts to demonstrate the extensivens of 
reform might ultimately prove effective in dispelling the skepticism of 
those who point to the incomplete nature of government initiatives. Yet 
for the proponents to continue the debate on these terms is to accept 
battle under conditions already weighted against impartial analysis. In 
their debate with those who accept the notion of enlightened absolutism, 
skeptics have essentially placed their colleagues in no fewer than three 
catch-22 situations. First, they insist that the monarchs prove their mo- 
tivation by dismantling the old order but that they do so without sacrificing 
the Enlightenment principle of individual freedom. Second, they generally 
attribute the monarchs' attacks on corporate privilege to state building 
yet criticize the sincerity of their social consciousness and charge them 
with defending the traditional order whenever they fail to go far enough. 
Finally, in those instances when a monarch like Joseph II did undertake 

29 Lefebvre (n. 7 above), pp. 62-63; Klaus Epstein, The Genesis of German Conservatism (Princeton, N.J., 1966), p. 176; Gagliardo (n. 8 above), p. 65; Raymond Birn, Crisis, Absolutism, Revolution: Europe, 1648-1789/91 (Hinsdale, Ill., 1977), p. 240. While conceding that the monarchs were influenced by En- lightenment ideas, Olwen Hufton adds that "influence is one thing, turning one's state into a lab experiment was something else and no ruler did that" (Europe: Privilege and Protest, 1730-1789 [Ithaca, N.Y., 1980], pp. 85-86). 
30 Helen Liebel, "Enlightened Despotism and the Crisis of Society in Germany," 

EnlightenmentEssays 1 (1970): 168; Karl Wegert, "Patrimonial Rule, Popular Self-Interest and Jacobinism in Germany, 1763-1800," Journal of Modern History 53 (1981): 440-55. Even Marxist historian Ingrid Mittenzwei echoes this view in an otherwise milder appraisal of Frederick by classifying him in her most recent book as a man of the nobility who "erected barriers against the modern age" (Friedrich 11. von Preussen: Eine Biographie [Cologne, 1980], pp. 206- 7, 212). 
31 Weis (n. 5 above), pp. 454-55. 

This content downloaded from 148.206.40.98 on Thu, 13 Jun 2013 11:15:01 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


S 170 Ingrao 

numerous, drastic attacks on the old order, they never hesitate to repeat 
the accepted judgment of all historians that he was a fool to attempt too 
much too quickly, a '' 'sorcerer's apprentice' of the French philosophes''32 
who should have known where to stop but instead doomed himself to 
failure. 

The case of Joseph II demonstrates that the monarchs were limited in 
their ability to tear down old structures, that there were limits to what 
measures they could initiate, regardless of their views. Recent scholarship 
has emphasized the presence of considerable opposition to domestic reform 
in most of the Old Regime's ''absolute" monarchies, whether that re- 
sistance came from the church, the nobility, the government bureaucracy, 
or the general population. Indeed, as Marc Raeff has suggested, reforming 
monarchs were generally obliged to rely on already-constituted corporate 
and administrative bodies in order to carry out their programs.33 Hence, 
they were often limited in what they could do by the need to reach a 
consensus with existing institutions, especially in the larger European 
states. The philosophes' (and especially the Physiocrats') vision of an 
all-powerful ruler was thus a utopian one that had, in all probability, 
been hewn from the Ludovican paradigm of which all Frenchmen were 
aware but which was no longer a reality anywhere in Europe during the 
remainder of the prerevolutionary era. Enlightened absolutism as the 
philosophes envisioned it could never exist, even if the rulers were en- 
lightened, because they were simply not "absolute." 

Moreover, proponents of the concept of enlightened absolutism would 
not be unjustified in pointing out that no government, however benevolent 
or inspired it might be by new ideas, ever carries out a radical or thorough 
change of its social, economic, or political infrastructure, except in times 
of violent upheaval. It is, rather, the nature of governments and the 
societies they represent to retain cultural and institutional continuity with 
their past, even to the point of utilizing new ideas to reinforce the status 
quo, and to admit to change only at a gradual pace.34 In fact, as a rule 
the philosophes themselves were sufficiently at home with the existing 
system to abstain from advocating radical change a point that could be 

32 Bernard (n. 25 above), p. 168. 
33 Raeff, ''Well-ordered Police State,'' pp. 1233-38, and The Well-ordered 

Police State, pp.251-52. 
34 A point applied to the eighteenth-century world by Anderson, flistorians 

and Eighteenth-Century Europe (New York, 1979), pp. 1 19-31; Charles Ingrao, 
'' 'Barbarous Strangers': Hessian State and Society during the American Revo- 
lution,'' American flistorical Review 87 (1982): 955-60; Raeff, ''The Well- 
ordered Police State" (n. 22 above), pp. 1221-29. 
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applied not just to Montesquieu and Locke, but also to Voltaire, most 
Aupklarer, and even the Physiocrats.3s 

If we are to judge enlightened absolutism fairly, it seems essential 
that we recognize that, like all progressive historical forces, it interacted 
with established values and institutions that limited and shaped its thrust. 
Only then can we avert the philosophes' mistake in exaggerating its 
potential or that of modern-day skeptics in rejecting its validity. In this 
vein it is helpful to recall Leonard Krieger's insight that ''like the state 
of nature, the social contract, and the general will" (or, for that matter 
free enterprise, democracy, or communism), enlightened despotism existed 
as a hypothetical idea that could not necessarily be duplicated in its pure 
form. 36 

THE GERMAN STATES 

The question now arises, If the monarchs never enjoyed the luxury of 
being ''absolute" and could not be expected to make sweeping changes, 
to what extent were they ''enlightened"? Providing explanations for 
limited reform, however valid they may be, does not in itself help gauge 
the influence of Enlightenment thought on princely policy. Rather, to 
quote Krieger once again, ''the crucial issue of the relations between 
profession and deed, between ideology and policy . . . is at the heart of 
the dispute over the 'authenticity' of the 'enlightened' in 'enlightened 
absolutism.' ''37 The German states provide us with an ideal opportunity 
to answer that question. Though they were no more absolute or innovative 
than the rulers of the great powers, they still provide a clearer record of 
the nature and extent of princely reform, as well as a better impression 
of the monarchs' intent. 

Until recently one of the regrettable oversights in the debate over 
enlightened absolutism has been the almost total neglect of the smaller 
European states, and especially the German principalities, in favor of 
the ''big three'' of Austria, Prussia, and Russia. French scholars such 
as Frangois Bluche have ignored them totally, even while giving due 
attention to the Italian principalities, Lorraine, and even Poland. This 
is especially unfortunate since both advocates and critics of enlightened 
absolutism while often dismissing the principalities either because they 
were too small to indicate feasibility or because they never faced the 
same problems as larger states have conceded that it was precisely 

35 Harvey Chisick, The Limits of Reform in the Enlightenment (Princeton, 
N .J ., 1981), p. 279; Harry Payne, The Philosophes and the People (New Haven, 
Conn., 1976), pp. 14-17, 62-63, 190; Hensmann (n. 19 above), pp. 292-99. 

36 Krieger, Theory of Enlightened Despotism (n. 15 above), p. 89. 
37 Krieger, Kings and Philosophers (n. 15 above), p. 253. 
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there that enlightened government functioned best.38 This neglect is es- 
pecially ironic because such philosophes as Montesquieu, Voltaire, and 
Rousseau specifically expressed a preference for smaller states as more 
efficient and responsive to the popular welfare.39 

In several respects the German states offered a more favorable envi- 
ronment for enlightened absolutism than the great powers. Above all, 
they were rarely distracted by foreign policy considerations. Indeed, the 
concept of the "incubator," so profitably employed by Mack Walker as 
a metaphor for the insularity of German community life within the Em- 
pire,40 can also help us to comprehend the insulation of the German 
principalities from the dynamics of power politics. The Empire not only 
provided military security for the smaller states (thereby solving what 
the philosophes foresaw as the primary disadvantage of small states)41 
and predisposed them toward a working interstate community that opposed 
aggression; more important, it also permitted them to concentrate on 
domestic policy without eliciting the rejoinder of modern-day skeptics 
that these monarchs were also impelled by foreign policy considerations. 
The protection afforded by the Empire also permitted the princely regimes 
to eschew centralization to the extent that it was pursued by the great 
powers, thereby sparing them the otherwise inevitable clash with the 
estates that generally characterized crown-country relations elsewhere. 
It was in appreciation of this fact that one German prince chided eighteenth- 
century observers for being "blinded by the brilliance of the great [states] 
and seduced by their ability to reward their panegyrists," maintaining 
that it was the smaller states that were less prone both to "war and d'espo- 
tism. s 42 

38 Betty Behrens, "Enlightened Despotism," Historical Journal 18 (1975): 
407; Birn (n. 29 above), p. 249; Blanning, Reform and Revolution in Mainz (n. 
21 above), p. 33; Bruford (n. 6 above), pp. 29-30; William Doyle, The Old 
European Order, 1660-1800 (Oxford, 1978), pp. 296-97; Gagliardo (n. 8 above), 
p. 82; Hartung, Enlightened Despotism (n. 2 above), p. 21, and Deutsche Ver- 
fassungsgeschichte vom 15. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (Stuttgart, 1950), 
p. 140; Just, "Aufgeklarte Absolutismus" (n. 2 above), p. 98; Krieger, Kings 
and Philosophers, p. 281; Weis (n. S above), p. 440; Woloch (n. 13 above), p. 
250. 

39 Eduard Sieber, Die Idee des Kleinstaates bei den Denkern des 18. Jahrhunderts 
in Frankreich und Deutschland (Freiburg, 1920), pp. 7-10, 15, 25-26. Though 
not the Physiocrats, who felt that larger states could promote economic pros- 
perity more effectively (ibid., pp. 39-40). 

40 Mack Walker, German Home Towns: Community, State, and General Estate, 
1648-1871 (Ithaca, N . Y ., 1971), pp . 11 - 13. 

41 Sieber, pp. 9, 15-16, 30. 
42 Curt Ochwadt, ed., Wilhelm Graf zu Schaumburg-Lippe: Schriften und Briefe 

(Frankfurt, 1977), 2:283-85. 
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If the dynamics of the German ''incubator" are useful to the historian 
of enlightened absolutism, so is the smaller size of the principalities. 
Whereas the larger states were generally oblivious of conditions in the 
smaller European states, the German principalities constantly examined 
and readily emulated their neighbors, both large and small. As a result 
they served as fertile ground for transplanting the ideas and reform projects 
of other regimes, providing the opportunity for numerous pilot projects, 
the results of which could be made known to neighboring states through 
the medium of Germany's extensive list of political and public affairs 
journals. Because of their smaller size, the principalities were also subject 
to fewer intermediary levels of provincial estates or administrative offices 
that might defuse, dilute, or divert the primary reform objectives of the 
sovereign authority. Similarly, the petty princes could devote greater 
attention to the local application of their initiatives without the resulting 
loss of overall perspective or effectiveness that actually afflicted their 
Prussian and Austrian counterparts. They could afford their subjects 
greater sensitivity and closer contact, an ideal envisioned by the philo- 
sophes themselves, and one that made for closer, more amicable coop- 
eration with the existing corporate bodies in the execution of government 
programs .43 

The existence of Germany's Kleinstaaterei was, of course, also re- 
sponsible for a final, indispensable component of enlightened government 
within the Empire, namely, the great proliferation of universities and 
their close association with their governments and the reforms they in- 
itiated. Few historians of the period would disagree with Notker Ham- 
merstein's assertion that the universities had a greater impact in the Reich 
than elsewhere in Europe. In the first English-language study of enlightened 
government in the German states, Helen Liebel described the "proto- 
liberalism" of university-educated bureaucrats, a point since reiterated 
by many Anglo-American historians, such as Mack Walker, who placed 
them among the "movers and doers" who effected progressive change 
within German society.44 

WAS IST AUFKLARUNG? 

The question remains, however, exactly what Aufklarung meant to the 
German intelligentsia and to the princes who both ruled and consulted 
them. Clearly it lay within the broad stream of Enlightenment thought. 

43 Ingrao (n. 34 above), pp. 960-67; Raeff, The Well-ordered Police State, 
p. 46, and ''Well-ordered Police State'' (both in n. 22 above), pp. 1227-28. 

44 Helen Liebel, Enlightened Bureaucracy versus Enlightened Despotism in 
Baden, 1750-1792, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, 55:5 
(Philadelphia, 1965), p. 13; Walker, pp. 119-20, 125-33. 
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Like its French cousin, the Aufklarung treasured freedom of thought and 
expressed its faith in the perfectibility of man through education just as 
it lamented his suffering through ignorance and bigotry. It placed a util- 
itarian emphasis on securing the popular welfare, closely identifying 
human happiness with individual comfort attained by greater human pro- 
ductivity. And it helped to effect greater secularization, both in the world 
of ideas and public affairs, by seeking human happiness by the work of 
men and their governments, rather than by the intercession of God.4s 

Yet despite its authenticity and compatibility with the Enlightenment, 
the Aufklarung was also distinctive, especially in its search for compromise 
and accommodation with the existing institutions of German state and 
society. Above all else, the majority of Aufklarer embraced Christianity, 
especially in the Protestant societies, where they did not share the phi- 
losophes' disillusionment with the established church. In the tradition 
of Leibniz and Wolff, they merged natural and revealed religion, Pietism 
and rationalism, insisting as did Justi that "Divine Revelation in no way 
limits human reason."46 

They accepted monarchy with far fewer reservations than British, 
American, or radical French thinkers, and for at least three reasons that 
distinguished them from their Western cohorts: as a group the German 
princes had not discredited themselves by aggression, oppressive taxation, 
religious persecution, or by attempts to destroy the balance between 
crown and corporate bodies even though individual rulers had certainly 
been guilty of each; they had tied the intelligentsia closely to their gov- 
ernment through patronage and participation in the power structure; and 
they had reinforced this support with domestic programs that responded 
to the needs of the public welfare. Hence, outside of isolated instances 
such as Wurttemberg, antimonarchism or the desire for tangible checks 
on the executive authority had never crept into the popular consciousness 
or become part of the popular culture and political mythology, as it had 
in the United Kingdom or United States. Yet, while the Aufklarer were 
monarchists, they visualized a polity that still accommodated some vestiges 
of feudal society. Most leading Aufklarer such as Johannes von Muller, 
Justi, Forster, Schlozer, or even the Physiocrat Mauvillon valued the 
combination of efficient government and individual freedom that they 
associated with the delicate balance between crown and estates that still 

45 H. B. Nisbet, "'Was ist Aufklarung?': The Concept of Enlightenment in 
Eighteenth-Century Germany, " Journal of European Studies 12 (1982): 77-95. 

46 Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi, "Uber die von den Deisten vorgegebene 
Unnotigkeit der christlichen Offenbarungslehre," Hessische Beitrage 2 (1785): 
11; Peter Hanns Reill, The German Enlightenment and the Rise of Historicism 
(Berkeley, 1975), pp . 215-16. 
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survived in most of the German states. Though they did not share Mon- 
tesquieu's disillusionment with monarchy as practiced in Bourbon France, 
many nonetheless accepted his widely held belief in the need to retain 
established institutions that served society's current needs by representing 
its past.47 Even such loyal paladins of Frederick the Great as Dohm and 
Hertzberg valued the historic function performed by the nobility in pro- 
viding a Zwischengewalt between the crown and its subjects.48 Such a 
synthesis would have been impossible in a country bitterly disillusioned 
with tyranny, whether real or imagined. The record of crown-country 
relations within the greater part of the Reich was, however, one of co- 
operation and consensus more than confrontation. 

Within such a context, it was difficult to justify anything more than 
compromise and gradual change that avoided the kind of upheaval later 
witnessed in France, or even in Josephine Austria. In its acceptance of 
Christianity and entrenched monarchical and corporate institutions, the 
Aufklarung may well have been distinct from the mainstream of French 
Enlightenment thought though it doubtless had more in common with 
Enlightenment currents elsewhere on the Continent.49 

If there was anything truly original about the Aufklarung, it was in its 
accommodation with cameralism. It is difficult to ignore Marc Raeff's 
reminder that cameralism predated both Ludovican absolutism and the 
Enlightenment, coming in response to the seventeenth-century need to 
raise more revenue and assume church welfare functions. It represented, 
in fact, one more entrenched institution that had to be incorporated within 
the framework of the new ideology of the eighteenth century, with the 
result that cameralism was probably more successful in molding Enlight- 
enment ideas than the other way around. Of course, in its secular outlook, 
its emphasis on rational organization and Leibnizian harmony, its com- 
mitment to the public welfare, and its identification of happiness with 
material comfort, human wealth, and productivity, cameralism certainly 
shared much common ground with Enlightenment thought. Nevertheless, 
it was the cameralist equation of state = society, reinforced by the Christian 
social activism of German Pietism, that permitted the Auflclarer and their 
governments to reject the primacy of individual freedom as expressed in 
Anglo-French thought with the justification, in the words of Lessing, 

Reill, pp. 215-16. 
48 James Van Horn Melton, ''From Enlightenment to Revolution: Hertzberg, 

Schlozer, and the Problem of Despotism in the Late Aufklarung,'' Central Eu- 
ropean flistory 12 (1979): 107-8; Rudolf Vierhaus, ''Montesquieu in Deutschland: 
Zur Geschichte seiner Wirkung als politischer Schriftsteller im 18. Jahrhundert," 
in Collegium Philosophicum: Studien Joachim Ritter zum 60. Geburtstag (Stuttgart, 
1965), pp. 425, 429-30, 432. 

49 See Porter and Teich, eds. (n. 27 above). 
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that "the sum of the individual happiness of all members [of society] is 
the happiness of the state.''S° 

CONFLICTS AND INCONSISTENCIES 
The story of Auflclarung and enlightened absolutism within the German 
Empire is, then, that of the interplay of statist, Enlightenment, and 
Christian currents within a socially and politically complacent world that 
was generally satisfied with the existing environment. Yet, despite the 
basic complacency of the Auflclarer and carefully molded compatibility 
of these diverse currents, complete harmony was impossible. 

Although cameralism perceived the wealth of the individual and the 
state as common goals that together served the popular welfare, the 
cameralist bureaucracy's obsession with administrative efficiency, bal- 
anced budgets, and the preservation of sources of revenue soon became 
an end in itself, occasionally superseding the bureaucrats' empathy for 
popular misery. Under such influences, the people's ability to pay taxes 
or avert poverty became in time a fiscal as well as a social issue. 

Cameralist currents also led to conflict between government regulation 
and personal freedom. By 1770 both the primacy of the agrarian sector 
and the drawbacks of government monopolies, urban guilds, and protective 
tariffs had become obvious enough to cameralist theorists, the princely 
regimes, and even the local estates, all of which appreciated the advantages 
of free trade on prices, quality, and productivity.Sl There was also growing 
disenchantment with the practice of subsidizing new industries that were 
not suitable for regional market conditions. Nevertheless, the German 
regimes felt an obligation to support existing commercial enterprises, 
including guilds and crown-supported entrepreneurs, rather than deal 
with the severe short-term economic dislocation that would occur if pro- 
tection were removed. They also recognized that, while the trade barriers 
of neighboring states made free trade beyond their borders impossible, 
their own native economies and markets were too immature to provide 
start-up capital for new ventures or to sustain them once they had begun 

50 Ulrich Engelhardt, ''Zum Begriff der Gluckseligkeit in der kameralist- 
ischen Staatslehre des 18. Jahrhunderts," Zeitschriftfur historische Forschung 
8 (1981): 70. 

51 Hermann Schulz, Das System und die Prinzipien der Einkunfte im werdenden 
StaatderNeuzeit(1600-1835) (Berlin, 1982), pp. 316-18; Engelhardt, p. 79. 
As early as 1766 the Saxe-Gothan Minister and economist J. R. Wegner was 
advising other governments to afford local entrepreneurs a ''free hand'' against 
monopolies and guilds (Hessisches Staatsarchiv, Marburg, 5)3192, February 
26, 1766 memorial). For the cameralists' endorsement of Physiocratic agrarianism, 
see John Gagliardo, From Pariah to Patriot: The Changing Image of the German 
Peasant, 1770-1840 (Lexington, Ky., 1979), pp. 34-38, 40. 
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operations. Furthermore, the German regimes felt compelled to protect 
the common man from the ravages of freely floating prices and therefore 
continued to set minimums for wage labor and grain sales following 
bumper harvests, together with ceilings for grain prices following crop 
failures. In short, notwithstanding their theoretical endorsement of free 
trade, they accepted the need for continued government intervention as 
a necessary evil that better corresponded to the harsh realities of the 
German economy.S2 

The tendency toward intervention went beyond the cameralist confidence 
in the efficacy of government as an instrument for securing the popular 
welfare. It was also tied up in a fundamentally pessimistic view of man. 
All currents of Enlightenment thought professed man's intrinsic goodness, 
as well as his natural capacities for reason and the pursuit of pleasure. 
Yet the German regimes saw things differently. They subscribed to an 
elitist view common to the entire European intelligentsia that held the 
common man to be stupid, lazy, resistant to progress, and excessively 
prone toward the satisfaction of his basest instincts.S3 He was rather like 
a child who, if left unattended and unsupervised, would invariably resort 
to self-destructive mischief. This view was reinforced by Christian pes- 
simism, as well as by the first-hand experiences of exasperated local 
officials, and found its cure in government oversight that had the blessing 
of Pietist and cameralist thought.S4 

Nor were the princes themselves spared the need to choose between 
new ideas and established values. Though they generally embraced the 
Aupklarung's agenda for change and their central role in carrying it out, 
that agenda had to compete with existing patterns of princely behavior. 
James Vann has recently directed our attention to the rulers' expensive 
penchant for court luxury and patronage of the arts that had become a 
source of prestige and princely competition since the age of Louis XIV.55 
In addition, many of the lay princes exhibited that strong attachment to 
the military and warfare that may well be inherent in all societies but 
that had become especially prevalent in Germany after its successful 

52 Hans-Joachim Braun, "Economic Theory and Policy in Germany, 1750- 
1800," Journal of European Economic History 4 (1975): 313-15; Gagliardo, 
Pariah to Patriot, pp. 1-2; Raeff, Well-ordered Police State (n. 22 above), pp. 
95-98. 

53 Payne, Philosophes and the People (n. 35 above), pp. 1-41, 123, 135; 
Gagliardo, Pariah to Patriot, pp. 28-31, 36. 

54 Ulrich Fr. Kopp, "Von den Landraten," in Teutsches Staatsmagazin, ed. 
G. H. von Berg (1796), p. 136; Raeff, Well-ordered Police State, pp. 78-83, 
113; Payne, Philosophes and the People, pp. 121-28. 

55 James Vann, The Making of a State: Wurttemberg, 1593-1793 (Ithaca, 
N.Y., 1984), pp. 21, 258-62, 265, 280, 296. 
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defense against the Turks and French and Frederick the Great's miraculous 
triumphs in the Silesian Wars. Though the princes' limited resources 
afforded them little opportunity to pursue their passions, their predis- 
position toward court and military life tended in some instances to divert 
their attention as well as their financial and economic resources from 
pressing social problems. 

Moreover, not all princes were equally responsive to Enlightenment 
ideals, and some were clearly not benevolent at all. The ruler's character, 
including his philosophical orientation, was the single biggest variable 
that made every German state unique, just as the bureaucracies served 
as the most important common denominator among the regimes. Where 
reform was carried out, economic prosperity was always its primary 
goal, an emphasis that reflected the underlying, if largely parallel thrust 
of cameralist thought. Agricultural and industrial policy embraced the 
standard eighteenth-century mercantile strategies of boosting investment, 
maximizing the use of available land, labor, and technology, and de- 
veloping new products and markets. Economic and fiscal motives also 
led several states to reduce the burdens of serfdom, of taxation, and of 
government itself by codifying the law and streamlining judicial procedure. 
At the same time, however, Enlightenment ideas left their mark. There 
was widespread implementation of Beccarian jurisprudence, with its em- 
phasis on crime prevention and the elimination of corporal punishment. 
Most regimes also emphasized the dynamic social role of education by 
increasing the number of schools and libraries, by improving both teacher 
preparation and pay, by reducing clerical control over education and 
censorship, and by allowing greater press and literary freedom. Indeed, 
the church's position in society was further restricted by the secularization 
of monasteries and charitable institutions, as well as by the increased 
toleration of Christian minorities and Jews. Governmental assumption of charity work ultimately led to a spate of new orphanages, poorhouses, 
asylums, and emergency food relief measures, as well as improved health 
care through more rigorous health codes and medical education. 

CONCLUSION 
Of course, none of these programs radically altered the structure of German 
society. The record of the German princes indicates instead that, while 
many were truly motivated by Enlightenment ideas, they operated within 
limits imposed by entrenched institutions and values, by existing economic 
realities, as well as by the personalities of individual rulers. Even in the 
Kleinstaaterei, where domestic policy was rarely distracted by foreign 
political or territorial considerations, it is most prudent to conclude only 
that Enlightenment ideas reinforced those existing institutions and values 
that still enjoyed the support of the government and entrenched elites, 
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that it animated changes that were compatible with and did not threaten 
them, but that it was generally insufficient to overturn them when their 
demise threatened to destabilize society and the state. Enlightened ab- 
solutism was, after all, not as "enlightened" as the radical French En- 
lightenment might have wished, nor as "absolute" as the Physiocrats 
thought it could be. This is not to say that the regimes were insincere or 
hypocritical in their acceptance of Enlightenment ideas but, rather, that 
they were subject to the same inertial forces that limit change in all 
societies. They were, however, sufficiently responsive to society's needs 
to retain widespread acceptance. When Germany entered the revolutionary 
era, it was easy to find literary figures who welcomed the events in Paris 
as beneficial and necessary for the French but who felt that their own 
country needed no such radical change. Today Western scholars like 
T. C. W. Blanning and Marc Raeff still echo the judgment first expressed 
by Ernst Walder nearly three decades ago that the success of enlightened 
absolutism helped preempt revolution within a German society that was 
persuaded of the efficacy and benevolence of its own system.S6 

If the study of history is, indeed, intended to teach us about people 
and their institutions from the empirical study of the past, then perhaps 
there is less to be learned from debating enlightened absolutism than 
from studying its parallels with other, modern societies. What is significant 
about the enlightened governments of the late eighteenth century is not 
the location of sovereignty or the eternal debate between authoritarianism 
and democracy but, rather, the recurring experience of progressive ideas 
and regimes as they confront established values and institutions. Historians 
who have heretofore been obsessed with the authoritarian nature of the 
enlightened monarchies and who have been most concerned with ques- 
tioning their sincerity and their commitment to public welfare have spent 
so much time trying to distance themselves from the monarchies by 
pointing out their differences that they have overlooked the far more 
significant similarities. It might be more productive to look at enlightened 
absolutism not as a distinct, perhaps archaic governmental form that 
makes us feel uncomfortable or self-righteous. Rather, we should draw 
comparisons that are applicable to our own society as the modern cen- 
tralized, bureaucratic welfare state is obliged to deal with the stress 
between the desire for rational, equitable reform and entrenched, vested 
interests; between fiscal integrity and public welfare needs; between the 
needs of national security and domestic welfare; between a secular, pro- 

56 Blanning, Reform and Revolution in Mainz (n. 21 above), pp. 293-94, 305- 
16, and The French Revolution in Germany: Occupation and Resistance in the 
Rhineland, 1792-1802 (Oxford, 1983), pp. 43-47, 53-54; Raeff, Well-ordered 
Police State, p. 176. 
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gressive intelligentsia and more popular, traditional cultural values that 
are frequently anchored in spiritual beliefs or sacred national mythologies; 
between governmental intervention in the interests of greater social justice 
and the protection of privilege in the name of individual freedom. Only 
when we see the problem in this light will we have truly understood and 
benefited from the study of enlightened absolutism. 
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