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Document 1 

This princess seems to combine every kind of ambition in her person. Everything that may add luster to her 
reign will have some attraction for her. Science and the arts will be encouraged to flourish in the empire, 
projects useful for the domestic economy will be undertaken. She will endeavor to reform the 
administration of justice and to invigorate the laws; but her policies will be based on Machiavellianism; and I 
should not be surprised if in this field she rivals the king of Prussia. She will adopt the prejudices of her 
entourage regarding the superiority of her power and will endeavor to win respect not by the sincerity and 
probity of her actions but also by an ostentatious display of her strength. Haughty as she is, she will 
stubbornly pursue her undertakings and will rarely retrace a false step. Cunning and falsity appear to be 
vices in her character; woe to him who puts too much trust in her. Love affairs may become a stumbling 
block to her ambition and prove fatal for her peace of mind. This passionate princess, still held in check by 
the fear and consciousness of internal troubles, will know no restraint once she believes herself firmly 
established. 

SOURCE: Letter of a French diplomat in Moscow, Baron de Breteuil, late 18c, about Catherine the Great. 

  
 

Document 2 

6. Russia is an European State.  

7. This is clearly demonstrated by the following Observations: The Alterations which Peter the Great
undertook in Russia succeeded with the greater Ease, because the Manners, which prevailed at that Time, 
and had been introduced amongst us by a Mixture of different Nations, and the Conquest of foreign 
Territories, were quite unsuilable to the Climate. Peter the First, by introducing the Manners and Customs 
of Europe among the European People in his Dominions, found at that Time such Means as even he himself 
was not sanguine enough to expect....  

 

8. The Possessions of the Russian Empire extend upon the terrestrial Globe to 32 Degrees of Latitude, and 
to 165 of Longitude.  

9. The Sovereign is absolute; for there is no other Authority but that which centers in his single Person, 
that can act with a Vigour proportionate to the Extent of such a vast Dominion.  

10. The Extent of the Dominion requires an absolute Power to be vested in that Person who rules over it. It 
is expedient so to be, that the quick Dispatch of Affairs, sent from distant Parts, might make ample 
Amends for the Delay occasioned by the great Distance of the Places.  

11. Every other Form of Government whatsoever would not only have been prejudicial to Russia, but would 
even have proved its entire Ruin.  

12. Another Reason is: That it is better to be subject to the Laws under one Master, than to be subservient 



 

 

to many.  

13. What is the true End of Monarchy? Not to deprive People of their natural Liberty; but to correct their 
Actions, in order to attain the supreme Good.  

14. The Form of Government, therefore, which best attains this End, and at the same Time sets less Bounds 
than others to natural Liberty, is that which coincides with the Views and Purposes of rational Creatures, 
and answers the End, upon which we ought to fix a steadfast Eye in the Regulations of civil Polity.  

15. The Intention and the End of Monarchy, is the Glory of the Citizens, of the State, and of the Sovereign.  

16. But, from this Glory, a Sense of Liberty arises in a People governed by a Monarch; which may produce in 
these States as much Energy in transacting the most important Affairs, and may contribute as much to the 
Happiness of the Subjects, as even Liberty itself....  

33. The Laws ought to be so framed, as to secure the Safety of every Citizen as much as possible.  

34. The Equality of the Citizens consists in this; that they should all be subject to the same Laws.  

35. This Equality requires Institutions so well adapted, as to prevent the Rich from oppressing those who 
are not so wealthy as themselves, and converting all the Charges and Employments intrusted to them as 
Magistrates only, to their own private Emolument....  

37. In a State or Assemblage of People that live together in a Community, where there are Laws, Liberty 
can only consist in doing that which every One ought to do, and not to be constrained to do that which One
ought not to do.  

38. A Man ought to form in his own Mind an exact and clear Idea of what Liberty is. Liberty is the Right of 
doing whatsoever the Laws allow: And if any one Citizen could do what the Laws forbid, there would be no 
more Liberty; because others would have an equal Power of doing the same.  

39. The political Liberty of a Citizen is the Peace of Mind arising from the Consciousness, that every 
Individual enjoys his peculiar Safety; and in order that the People might attain this Liberty, the Laws ought 
to be so framed, that no one Citizen should stand in Fear of another; but that all of them should stand in 
Fear of the same Laws....  

123. The Usage of Torture is contrary to all the Dictates of Nature and Reason; even Mankind itself cries 
out against it, and demands loudly the total Abolition of it.  

180. That Law, therefore, is highly beneficial to the Community where it is established, which ordains that 
every Man shall be judged by his Peers and Equals. For when the Fate of a Citizen is in Question, all 
Prejudices arising from the Difference of Rank or Fortune should be stifled; because they ought to have no 
Influence between the Judges and the Parties accused.  

194. (1.) No Man ought to be looked upon as guilty, before he has received his judicial Sentence; nor can the 
Laws deprive him of their Protection, before it is proved that he has forfeited all Right to it. What Right 
therefore can Power give to any to inflict Punishment upon a Citizen at a Time, when it is yet dubious, 
whether he is Innocent or guilty?  

250. A Society of Citizens, as well as every Thing else, requires a certain fixed Order: There ought to be 
some to govern, and others to obey. 251. And this is the Origin of every Kind of Subjection; which feels 



 
itself more or less alleviated, in Proportion to the Situation of the Subjects.  

252. And, consequently, as the Law of Nature commands Us to take as much Care, as lies in Our Power, of 
the Prosperity of all the People; we are obliged to alleviate the Situation of the Subjects, as much as sound 
Reason will permit.  

253. And therefore, to shun all Occasions of reducing People to a State of Slavery, except the utmost 
Necessity should inevitably oblige us to do it; in that Case, it ought not to be done for our own Benefit; but 
for the Interest of the State: Yet even that Case is extremely uncommon.  

254. Of whatever Kind Subjection may be, the civil Laws ought to guard, on the one Hand, against the 
Abuse of Slavery, and, on the other, against the Dangers which may arise from it.  

269. It seems too, that the Method of exacting their Revenues, newly invented by the Lords, diminishes 
both the Inhabitants, and the Spirit of Agriculture in Russia. Almost all the Villages are heavily taxed. The 
Lords, who seldom or never reside in their Villages, lay an Impost on every Head of one, two, and even five 
Rubles, without the least Regard to the Means by which their Peasants may be able to raise this Money.  

270. It is highly necessary that the Law should prescribe a Rule to the Lords, for a more judicious Method 
of raising their Revenues; and oblige them to levy such a Tax, as tends least to separate the Peasant from 
his House and Family; this would be the Means by which Agriculture would become more extensive, and 
Population be more increased in the Empire. 

SOURCE:  Catherine the Great, excerpts from Proposals for a New Law Code, 1767. 
 

 
Document 3 

The Governing Senate. . . has deemed it necessary to make known that the landlords' serfs and peasants . . . 
owe their landlords proper submission and absolute obedience in all matters, according to the laws r that 
have been enacted from time immemorial by the autocratic forefathers of Her Imperial Majesty and which 
have not been repealed, and which provide that all persons who dare to incite serfs and peasants to disobey 
their landlords shall be arrested and taken to the nearest government office, there to be punished 
forthwith as disturbers of the public tranquility, according to the laws and without leniency. And should it 
so happen that even after the publication of the present decree of Her Imperial Majesty any serfs and 
peasants should cease to give the proper obedience to their landlords . . . and should make bold to submit 
unlawful petitions complaining of their landlords, and especially to petition Her Imperial Majesty personally, 
then both those who make the complaints and those who write up the petitions shall be punished by the 
knout and forthwith deported to Nerchinsk to penal servitude for life and shall be counted as part of the 
quota of recruits which their landlords must furnish to the army. And in order that people everywhere may 
know of the present decree, it shall be read in all the churches on Sundays and holy days for one month 
after it is received and therafter once every year during the great church festivals, lest anyone pretend 
ignorance.  

SOURCE:  Catherine the Great, excerpts from A Decree on Serfs, 1767. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Document 4 

Mr. Vice-Chancellor—The present system of taxation in my dominions, and the inequality of the taxes which 
are imposed on the nation, form a subject too important to escape my attention. I have discovered that the 
principles on which it is founded are unsound, and have become injurious to the industry of the peasant; 
that there is neither equality, nor equity, between the hereditary provinces with each other, nor between 
individual proprietors, and therefore it can no longer continue. 
          With this view I give you the necessary orders to introduce a new system of taxation, by which the 
contribution, requisite for the wants of the state, may be effected without augmenting the present taxes, 
and the industry of the peasant, at the same time, be freed from all impediments. 
                                                          *************************************** 
          Since my accession to the throne, I have ever been anxious to conquer the prejudices against my 
station, and have taken pains to gain the confidence of my people; I have several times since given proof, 
that the welfare of my subjects is my passion; that to satisfy it, I shun neither labor, nor trouble, nor even 
vexations, and reflect well on the means which are likely to promote my views; and yet in my reforms, I 
everywhere find opposition from people, of whom I least expect it. 
                                                   *************************************** 
          Sir,—Till now the Protestant religion has been opposed in my states; its adherents have been treated 
like foreigners; civil rights, possession of estates, titles, and appointments, all were refused them. 
          I determined from the very commencement of my reign to adorn my diadem with the love of my  
people, to act in the administration of affairs according to just, impartial, and liberal principles; 
consequently, I granted toleration, and removed the yoke which had oppressed the protestants for 
centuries. 
          Fanaticism shall in future be known in my states only by the contempt I have for it; nobody shall any 
longer be exposed to hardships on account of his creed; no man shall be compelled in future to profess the; 
religion of the state, if it be contrary to his persuasion, and if he have other ideas of the right way of 
insuring blessedness. 
         In future my Empire shall not be the scene of abominable intolerance. Fortunately no sacrifices like 
those of Galas and Sirven have ever disgraced any reign in this country. 
         If, in former times, the will of the monarch furnished opportunities for injustice, if the limits of 
executive power were exceeded and private hatred acted her part, I can only pity those monarchs who were 
nothing but kings. 
          Tolerance is an effect of that beneficient increase of knowledge which now enlightens Europe, and 
which is owing to philosophy and the efforts of great men; it is a convincing proof of the improvement of 
the human mind, which has boldly reopened a road through the dominions of superstition, which was trodden 
centuries ago by Zoroaster and Confucius, and which, fortunately for mankind, has now become the highway 
of monarchs.  Adieu! 

SOURCE:  Letter of Emperor Joseph II of Austria, .late 18c. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Document 5 

Now we are subject, by the constitution of human nature, and therefore by the will of the Author of this 
and every other nature, to two laws. One given immediately to all men by God, the same to all, and obligatory 
alike on all. The other given to man by man; and therefore not the same to all, nor obligatory alike on all: 
founded indeed on the same principles, but varied by different applications of them to times, to characters, 
and to a number which may be reckoned infinite, of other circumstances. By the first you see, that I mean 
the universal law of reason; and by the second the particular law, or constitution of laws, by which every 



 
distinct community has chosen to be governed. 
          The obligation of submission to both, is discoverable by so clear and so simple a use of our 
intellectual faculties, that it may be said properly enough to be revealed to us by God; and though both 
these laws cannot be said properly to be given by Him, yet our obligation to submit to the civil law is a 
principal paragraph in the natural law, which he has most manifestly given us. In truth we can no more doubt 
of the obligations of both these laws, than of the existence of the lawgiver. As supreme lord over all these 
works, his general providence regards immediately the great commonwealth of mankind; but then, as 
supreme Lord likewise, his authority gives a sanction to the particular bodies of law which are made under 
it.  The law of nature is the law of all his subjects: the constitutions of particular governments are like the 
bylaws of cities, or the appropriated customs of provinces. It follows, therefore, that he who breaks the 
laws of his country resists the ordinance of God, that is, the law of his nature. God has instituted neither 
monarchy, nor  aristocracy, nor democracy, nor mixed government: but though God has instituted no 
particular form of government among men, yet by the general laws of his kingdom, he exacts our obedience 
to the laws of those communities to which each of us is attached by birth, or to which we may be attached 
by a subsequent and lawful engagement.  
          From such plain, unrefined, and therefore I suppose .true reasoning, the just authority of kings, and 
the due obedience of subjects, may be�deduced with the utmost certainty. And surely it is far better for 
kings themselves to have their authority thus founded on principles incontestible, and on fair deductions 
from them, than on the chimeras of madmen, or, what has been more common, the sophisms of knaves. A 
human right, that cannot be controverted, is preferable surely to a pretended divine right, which every man 
must believe implicitly, as few will do, or not believe at all.  
        But the principles we have laid down do not stop here. A divine right in kings is to be deduced evidently 
from them. A divine right to govern well, and conformably to the constitution at the head of which they are 
placed. A divine right to govern ill, is an absurdity: to assert it is blasphemy. A people may choose, or 
hereditary succession may raise, a bad prince to the throne; but a good king alone can derive his right to 
govern from God. The reason is plain: good government alone can be in the divine intention. God has made us 
to desire happiness; he has made our happiness dependent on society; and the happiness of society 
dependent on good or bad government. His intention, therefore was, that government should be good.   
          This is essential to his wisdom; for wisdom consists surely in proportioning means to ends: therefore 
it cannot be said without absurd impiety, that he confers a right to oppose his intention.  
          The office of kings is then of right divine, and their persons are to be reputed sacred. As men, they 
have so such right, no such sacredness belonging to them: as kings they have both, unless they forfeit them. 
Reverence for government obliges to reverence governors, who, for the sake of it, are raised above the 
level of other men: but reverence for governors, independently of government, any further than reverence 
would be due to their virtues if they were private men, is preposterous, and repugnant to common sense. 
The spring from which this legal reverence, for so I may call it, arises, is national, not personal. 
          All this is as true of elective, as it is of hereditary monarchs; though the scribblers for tyranny, 
under the name of monarchy, would have us believe that there is something more august, and more sacred in 
one than the other. They are sacred alike, and this attribute is to be ascribed, or not ascribed to them, as 
they answer, or do not answer, the Ends of their institution. But there is another comparison to be made, in 
which a great and most important dissimilitude will be found between hereditary and elective monarchy. 
Nothing can be more absurd, in pure speculation, than an hereditary right in any mortal to govern other 
men: and yet, in practice, nothing can be more absurd than to have a king to choose at every vacancy of a 
throne. We draw at a lottery indeed in one case, where there are many chances to lose, and few to gain. But 
have�we much more advantage of this kind in the other? I think not. 
          To conclude this head therefore, I think a limited monarchy the best of governments, so I think an 
hereditary monarchy the best of monarchies. I said a limited monarchy; for an unlimited monarchy, wherein 
arbitrary will, which is in truth no rule, is however the sole rule, or stands instead of all rule of government, 
is so great an absurdity, indefeasible right to any part; and really have such a right to that part which they 
have reserved to themselves. In fine, the constitution will be reverenced by him as the law of God and of 
man; the force of which binds the king as much as the meanest subject, and the reason of which binds him 



 
much more. 

SOURCE:  Viscount Bolingbroke, The Idea of A Patriot King, 1738. 
 
 
 

 
 

Document 6 

Few historical concepts have had their obituaries written more frequently than enlightened absolutism, yet 
so obstinately refuse to die. In its classical form, the theory of enlightened absolutism asserted that 
during the second half of the eighteenth century the domestic policies of most European states were 
influenced and even dictated by the ideas of the Enlightenment and were therefore sharply distinguished 
from what had gone before. Government became a systematic and rational attempt to apply the best recent 
knowledge to the task of ruling, while the main aim of internal policy came to be the improvement of 
educational opportunities, social conditions and economic life. . . .  
       Together, rulers and their influential advisers carried through a wide-ranging series of reforms, the 
principal inspiration for which was the political philosophy of the Enlightenment. Administrations and legal 
and fiscal systems were modernized; commercial and economic development was encouraged; efforts were 
made to improve agriculture and even to abolish the institution of serfdom; state control over the Catholic 
Church was extended and a determined attempt was made to channel some of its wealth into increased and 
improved pastoral activity; teaching in universities was brought up to date; and the provision of secondary 
and primary education was vastly increased. These reforms, and the amount of success achieved, were 
remarkable in the context of the later eighteenth century, and the sense of social responsibility which lay 
behind many of these measures was also novel and striking. Though the precise policies adopted varied from 
country to country, a common explanation was found in the movement of ideas known as the European 
Enlightenment, which was at its peak exactly when the policies of enlightened absolutism were being 
pursued: the middle decades of the eighteenth century until the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789. 
          During the past two generations, the historical reputation of enlightened absolutism has undergone 
remarkable vicissitudes, above all in Anglo-American historical writing about later eighteenth-century 
Europe. It first rose to prominence during the 1930s, and for a generation thereafter was widely accepted 
among historians. By the 1960s, however, the tide was beginning to turn and the skeptics, who saw only the 
conventional aims of state-building in these policies and regarded the enlightened professions which 
accompanied them as mere window-dressing, were gaining the ascendant. The critics of enlightened 
absolutism argued that few monarchs, and certainly none of the major rulers, could afford to adhere blindly 
to an enlightened blueprint and ignore, or even neglect, the demands of self-defense. The competitive  
states-system within which the great powers operated required large and powerful armies and 
administrative and fiscal systems to support them. These priorities pre-empted much of the scope for 
enlightened reform. Above all, critics of the notion of enlightened absolutism argued that the success of 
these initiatives was often incomplete and could, at times, be very limited indeed. . . . 
         During the 1970s, the widespread assumption that enlightened absolutism was a fiction came to be 
challenged by a growing member of monographic studies of particular countries which make clear that the 
reforms of this period were influenced by ideas and were not simply another stage in the growth of the 
absolutist state.  This trend has increased during the 1980s…. 
          [I]t has become clear that enlightened absolutism is not an idea in the mind of historians.  The 
remarkable extent and the considerable success of the reforming initiatives is now established beyond 
question. 

SECONDARY SOURCE:  H. M. Scott, “The Problem of Enlightened Absolutism,” in Enlightened Absolutism:  Reform and 
                                             Reformers in Late Eighteenth-Century Europe, ed. H. M. Scott.  University of Michigan Press, 1990. 

 


