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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTORY SURVEY

of the war of the first European coalition against revolutionary

France, the outlines of a Western civilisation which was recognis-
ably ‘modern’ in most of its characteristic attitudes and attributes
rapidly emerged. A civil war between the English colonists in North
America and the imperial government at Westminster, unparalleled
industrial and commercial expansion in Britain, radical social and political
reforms in France and a steady but uneven increase in population imposed
on the western world a momentum of revolutionary change which has
never since slackened. On a comparatively minor scale, but with results
which helped to determine the trend towards greater social and political
equality at this period, there occurred in western Europe another series of
revolutions—such as the struggles in the small city republic of Geneva
between 1768 and 1789 for the political and economic emancipation of the
middle-class représentants and the socially inferior and unprivileged natifs,
the Dutch ‘patriotic’ movement of 1784—7 and the schismatic revolt of
the Belgian democrats in the Austrian Netherlands between 1789 and
1792. Even in conservative England the radicalism inherent in the
ambivalent Whig creed received a fresh emphasis in the county ‘associa-
tion’ movement of 1779-80 in favour of parliamentary reform and the
agitation in 1787-90 for the relief of the Protestant Dissenters from their
civic disabilities under the Test and Corporation Acts. The closer study
of these radical movements and of their connections with the American
and French revolutions has led some historians to see in this period a
pattern of radical reform and revolutionary change common to many
parts of the western world.!

This approach has stemmed from dissatisfaction with the tendency to
study the American and French revolutions in isolation, rather than in the
wider context of an emergent eighteenth-century ° Atlantic community’.
This community was itself the product of the expanding commercial,
intellectual and religious contacts between western Europe and the New
World. Within this vast complex, whose seaports and urban centres were
being linked together more closely by speedier maritime and postal
connections, the ideas and concepts of the European Enlightenment

BETWEEN the Peace of Paris 1763 and the outbreak, thirty years later,

1 See especially R. R. Palmer, The Age of the Democratic Revolution—A Political History
of Europe and America, 1760-1800, vol. 1 (Princeton, N.J., 1959), and J. Godechot, La Grande
Nation. L’Expansion Révolutionnaire de la France dans le monde, 1789-1799 (Paris, 1956),
vol. 1, ch. 1.

S 1 NCMH VIII

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE AMERICAN AND FRENCH REVOLUTIONS

circulated freely.! On both sides of the Atlantic after 1763 supporters of
the democratic cause, it is suggested, put their faith in the same philosophy
of natural rights, asserted similar notions of popular sovereignty, showed
the same preference for written constitutions based on the principle of the
‘separation’ of powers and contended for the admission of all citizens to
public office, irrespective of their social origins or religious professions.?
A two-way transmission across the Atlantic of these political principles
was made possible by the proliferation at this period of literary and
philosophical societies, masonic lodges, scientific and learned academies
and by a remarkable growth of metropolitan and provincial newspapers.
The protagonists of radical views in politics and religion within this
community were moved by common sympathies and ideals and in their
struggles against established authority in church and state lent each other
mutual assistance. This co-operation was evident in the support given to
the cause of American independence and later to the French Revolution
by the leaders of the English ‘philosophical’ Dissenters—Price and
Priestley, in the compelling republican propaganda of Thomas Paine and
in the sympathetic encouragement given by Benjamin Franklin and
Thomas Jefferson as successive American ambassadors at Versailles to
liberal reform in France. Less successful and more suspect was the close
association after 1789 between Lord Lansdowne’s Bowood circle of
Utilitarian reformers in England and Mirabeau’s expatriated Genevan
collaborators in Paris and the parallel agitations conducted on both sides
of the Channel by the British Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade
and its French counterpart—the Société des Amis des Noirs.®

This general movement towards modern democracy, it has been
suggested, was essentially a revolt against an aristocratic ascendancy
strongly entrenched in the various European ‘constituted bodies’, such as
the national or provincial estates, diets, sovereign judicial courts or
established churches and in the colonial assemblies and governors’
councils of British North America.* After 1763 these centres of aristo-
cratic predominance were under pressure from three main directions. In
France the surviving provincial estates and the parlements were endangered
by the centralising and reforming policies of the Bourbon monarchy; in
central and northern Europe the authority of the national or provincial
diets was being steadily eroded by the encroaching power of the Enlight-
ened autocracies; in colonial America, Britain, Geneva and the United
Provinces legislative assemblies or councils were encountering democratic

* M. Kraus, The Atlantic Civilization: Eighteenth-century Origins (Ithaca,N.Y. 1949), ch.11.
* J. Godechot and R. R. Palmer, ‘Le Probléme de 1’Atlantique du XVIIIéme au XXéme
Siécle’, X Congresso Internazionale di Scienze Storiche (Rome, 1955), Relazioni, Vol. v,
. 219-33.
PP. For Mirabeau’s collaborators see J. Bénétruy, L’ Arelier de Mirabeau, Quatre Proscrits
Genevois dans la tourmente révolutionnaire (Geneva, 1962),
¢ See below, ch. xv, p. 432.
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pressure or criticism from middle-class or popular radicalism. Under
these attacks, and partly under the stress of growing economic difficulties,
the privileged orders were provoked into the reassertion of their immunities
and corporate exclusiveness. This aristocratic ‘reaction’ was most pro-
nounced in France, where it took the form of an increasing political
solidarity of the lay, clerical and judicial nobility, which culminated in the
final attempt to arrest radical reform of the ancien régime—the so-called
révolte nobiliaire of 1787-8. It was also evident, however, in the expulsion
of the Genevan ‘liberals’ after the aristocratic coup d’état of 1782, in the
revolt of the Magyar nobility and the conservative Belgian estates against
the social and administrative reforms of the Emperor Joseph II, and in the
suppression of the Dutch ‘patriots’ in 1787. All this serves to underline
the complexity of the evolving revolutionary situation in North America
and western Europe by indicating that ‘conservatism and counter-
revolution were no mere “reactions” against revolution, but eighteenth-
century forces against which revolution was itself a reaction’.!

Although the concept of a general ‘democratic’ revolutionary move-
ment in the West is formulated largely in political terms, the absence of a
similar impulse outside the ambit of the Atlantic community is explained
by the divergent economic and social structure of central and eastern
Europe. There was in fact a glaring contrast between western Europe—
where in Britain only vestigial traces of former feudalism remained,
where in France the vast majority of peasants had long been personally
free and their holdings of land increasingly subdivided—and the regions
east of the river Elbe-—where, except on the crown domains of the king of
Prussia, the full rigours of feudalism survived and where, particularly in
Hungary, Poland and Russia, vast landed estates (latifundia) were still
intact. It has long been recognised, however, that the sense of social
injustice and the gravity of economic grievances were much more pro-
nounced in the western regions of Europe, where the hold of feudalism
had been relaxed and where the French ‘feudal reaction’ of the latter part
of the eighteenth century was all the more bitterly resented. Three other
differences between West and East make this superficially paradoxical
discontent in the West more intelligible. Firstly, in France, as Tocque-
ville observed more than a century ago, the impoverished provincial
nobility had ceased to perform even the smallest administrative functions
at the parochial level, whereas, in the rural areas of central Germany,
despite the decay of the provincial diets, the Prussian, Austrian and
Magyar nobility were still actively concerned in the work of local govern-
ment. Secondly, whereas in France the central government showed little
disposition to prevent the nobility from reviving obsolete feudal dues at
the expense of the peasantry, in Prussia Frederick IT made determined
efforts to protect the serfs outside the royal domain from undue lordly

1 R. R. Palmer, The Age of the Democratic Revolution, p. 22.
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exactions, while in the Habsburg dominions the Empress Maria Theresa
regulated the amount of the serfs’ obligations to their lords, and Joseph 1l
even tried to replace them by a fixed and reduced percentage of their
annual yield calculated in money terms. Thirdly, in central and eastern
Europe, where large centres of urban population were few and far between,
one of the most important vehicles of radical unrest—a numerous and
influential middle-class—was largely absent. This was why France came
to be the real crucible of the Western revolutionary movement, because
there middle-class resentment against social and political inequality and
peasant grievances against surviving feudalism and capitalistic forms of
exploitation could profit from the collapse of monarchical authority and
the imminence of national bankruptcy.

This concept of a general democratic movement dominating the
western world from the end of the Seven Years War is valuable in so far
as it emphasises a truth often neglected by historians who confine their
attention to particular countries—namely that the institutions, social
organisation and economic practices of the old régime, both in America and
many parts of western Europe, were being questioned and challenged by
like-minded radicals and that the choice between drastic reform from above
or revolution from below was one which confronted most European
governments of the time and not merely that of France. There can be no
doubt that some of the revolutionary disturbances in western Europe in
the 1780s owed not a little to the political concepts, example and tactics
of the American colonists as well as to indigenous circumstances. The
French Revolution in turn owed something to impulses received from the
minor Furopean revolutions which preceded it. Further research will
probably help to establish more clearly the multiple connections which
existed between reformers in many countries in a western world whose
cultural unity was sustained by eighteenth-century cosmopolitanism, the
cult of the Grand Tour, the prestige of the ‘philosophic’ movement and
by what Sorel described as the ‘nomad dynasties’. On the other hand, the
thesis tends perhaps to exaggerate the common denominators between the
various revolutionary movements and to undervalue their specific differ-
ences. American historians have questioned the alleged importance of
the role of Enlightenment ideas in shaping the political principles of the
American Revolution, English historians find it difficult to assimilate
British history at this period even into a quasi-revolutionary pattern,
while French historians consider, with some justice, that the concept
tends to underrate the unique historical significance of the revolution of
1789.1

! For criticisms of the general thesis see M. Reinhard, ‘Sur I'histoire de la Révolution
frangaise: Travaux récents et perspectives’, Annales. Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, Vol.
XIv, 1959, pp. 554~6, and A. Cobban, ‘The Age of the Democratic Revolution’, History,
vol. XxLv ¢Oct. 1960), pp. 234~9. For a contrary view that Enlightenment ideas were mainly
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Less controversially an introduction to the contents of this volume may
perhaps stress the importance of the Seven Years War and of the Peace of
Paris of 1763 as determining factors in the history of the western world
during most of the subsequent decade. From this source may be traced,
for example, a reorientation of international relations which was soon to
throw into significant relief the political problems of central and eastern
Europe. The material destruction and economic dislocation wrought by
the Seven Years War imposed on the former belligerents, victors and
vanquished alike, the necessity for financial retrenchment and further
administrative reform. In North America the conquest of Canada con-
fronted the British government with urgent and perplexing problems of
imperial defence and reconstruction. The immediate destiny of Poland
and the ultimate fate of the Ottoman Empire, the trend in most parts of
Europe outside the sphere of the Atlantic community towards systems of
Enlightened Absolutism and the schism in the first British empire were
thus all, directly or indirectly, connected with the outcome of the Seven
Years War and the peace settlement which followed it.

The immediate effects of the treaty of Paris were to leave Britain without
an ally on the Continent and to confirm France’s chief minister, Choiseul,
in his determination to seek revenge for the loss of French colonial
possessions in North America and India. Britain’s diplomatic isolation
after 1763 may be attributed, not so much to her alleged desertion of
Prussia in order to secure a separate peace with France, but rather to the
long-range consequences of the reversal of alliances of 1756-7 and to
Frederick II’s frankly avowed and wholly intelligible unconcern with the
fate of the cod-fisheries of Newfoundland.! One result of France’s alliance
with Austria was the abandonment of her former aggressive designs
against the Austrian Netherlands. This automatically weakened the long-
standing connection between Britain and the United Provinces and con-
firmed the recent tendency of the Dutch to be neutralist in continental
conflicts. The Franco-Austrian alliance also had the effect of further
stabilising the political situation in the Italian peninsula, which before
1748 had been the main arena of Bourbon-Habsburg conflict, and, by so
doing, helped to consolidate the Bourbon Family Compact. Lastly, by
its apparent incompatibility with France’s traditional support of the
Ottoman Empire, the Austrian alliance enhanced the tendency of the
French government after 1763 to disinterest itself in the affairs of eastern
Europe. A similar attitude on the part of the British government also
explains its failure at this period to effect a political alliance with Russia.
significant in helping to shape the concepts of the post-revolutionary period of American
constitution-making see B. Bailyn, ‘Political Experience and Enlightenment Ideas in
Eighteenth-century America’, American Historical Review, vol. LxvII (1962), pp. 339-51.

1 F. Spencer, ‘The Anglo-Prussian Breach of 1762: An Historical Revision’, History,

new series, vol. XL1 (1956), pp. 100-12. For the diplomatic revolution see vol. vit of this
series, ch. xIx.
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Until his fall from office in 1770 Choiseul used his preponderant
ministerial position to concentrate all available French resources upon the
rebuilding of his country’s naval and military strength and upon the
vigorous reform of her colonial administration.! Though remaining loyal
to the Austrian connection, Choiseul took care to restrict its continental
commitments and clearly regarded his own creation—the Franco-
Spanish offensive and defensive alliance of 1761—as the chief means of
wresting from Britain the naval preponderance which had proved France’s
ruin in the Seven Years War. In contrast with Louis XV’s system of
secret diplomacy, which still aimed at the maintenance of Bourbon
dynastic interests in Poland, French official foreign policy after 1763 was,
therefore, mainly geared to a resumption of the maritime and colonial
contest with Britain. This policy coincided closely with the paramount
interests of Spain—the defence of its colonial possessions and the protec-
tion of its commercial monopoly in Latin America.? As the French alli-
ance was the only available one for Spain at this period, even the refusal
of her ally to support her in her dispute with Britain over the Falkland
Islands in 1770 did not seriously affect the close co-operation between the
Bourbon powers. Their prospects of defeating Britain in the vital area of
Atlantic rivalry depended ultimately, however, upon their ability to restore
the balance of power at sea and upon the anticipated deterioration of the
relations between the British government and the American colonists.

It was the continuation after 1763 of Anglo-French and Anglo-Spanish
colonial and maritime rivalry, the determination of Frederick the Great
to disengage Prussia from the Atlantic struggle and the decision of the
French and British governments not to be involved in the affairs of
central and eastern Europe which almost divided the west and the east of
the continent at this period into separate political worlds.® Whereas,
however, an open rupture between Britain and the Bourbon powers in
the Atlantic world was necessarily delayed till the successful revolt of the
American colonies, a vacancy on the electoral throne of Poland, owing to
the death of Augustus III in October 1763, initiated a prolonged and
dangerous crisis in central and eastern Europe, which was only resolved
by the first partition of Poland in 1772 and by the conclusion of Russo-
Turkish hostilities in the treaty of Kutchuk-Kainardji of 1774.% That
treaty, which conceded to Russia freedom of navigation on the Black Sea,
together with vague and ill-defined rights of protecting the Greek Ortho-
dox Christians in Constantinople and a secure, if restricted, foothold on
territory between the rivers Bug and Dnieper, marked the opening of the
Near Eastern problem as it was to perplex European statesmen for the

1 Below, ch. vii(1), ‘Navies’, and A. Temple Patterson, The Other Armada, the Franco-
Spanish Attempt to Invade Britain in 1779 (Manchester, 1960), ch. 1.

2 For the successive relaxations of the commercial restrictions within the Spanish colonial
empire see below, ch. xav. 3 See below, ch. Ix, pp. 253 and 266.

¢ For the general causes of Poland’s decline at this period see ch. xu below.
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rest of the eighteenth and for much of the nineteenth century—for it fore-
shadowed the possibility that Turkey might soon fall wholly under the
dominion of Russia or suffer partition.?

It is equally clear that the domestic policies of the major continental
powers after 1763 were partially dictated by the economic and financial
effects of the Seven Years War. During the conflict large tracts of central
Europe had been devastated, rural populations had been displaced, com-
merce and industry disrupted. In a world of competing and predatory
states, hardly any of the former belligerents felt sufficiently secure, even
after the peace, to relax their military preparedness, while those with
revisionist aims wished not only to maintain but to increase their military
potential. The most pressing problems confronting rulers after 1763 were,
therefore, those of economic rehabilitation and retrenchment, and above
all the need to ensure increased public revenues. Alone of the major
belligerents Prussia had emerged from the war with its public finances
intact and Frederick II was thus able to devote large sums from the royal
treasury to the financing of rural credit institutions (Landschaften),
intended to help the impoverished Prussian landowners, to the free dis-
tribution of seed-corn and cattle, and to the rebuilding of farms.? In the
first year of peace seven million thalers were spent on agricultural sub-
sidies of this kind. Currency reform, the establishment of a state discount
bank, in January 1765, modelled on the Bank of England, and the intro-
duction of a French régie for the collection of the indirect taxes indicate
the extent to which the Prussian king was at this period preoccupied with
the issues of public finance.?> More interesting for their social and political
consequences were the financial policies adopted in the Habsburg domi-
nions and in France. In Austria the public debt at the end of the Seven
Years War amounted to approximately 300,000,000 gulden. By placing
the whole of his inherited personal fortune (22,000,000 gulden) at the
disposal of the treasury, the young Emperor Joseph II reduced the annual
interest on this debt from six to four per cent. The Empress Maria
Theresa, guided by the finance minister Hatzfeld, sought more radical
remedies by seeking to tap the largely untaxed wealth of the lay nobility
and clergy. When the Hungarian nobility resisted these demands in 1764
by defending its fiscal immunities and by pleading that the taxable
capacity of the unprivileged orders had already been exceeded, the
empress was led in 1767 to interfere in the feudal relationship by regulating
the labour services of the Hungarian peasants by royal decree. This
policy of protecting the peasants and restricting their obligations to their

1 See below, ch. x, p. 265.

* O. Hintze, Die Hohenzollern und ihr Werk (Berlin, 1915), pp. 380-1.

3 For the view that the essential preoccupations of the enlightened despots at this period
were financial, see C. Morazé, ‘Finance et despotisme, essai sur les despotes éclairés’,
Annales. Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. m (1948), PP- 279-96. For Prussian recovery
after 1763 see W. O. Henderson, Studies in the Economic Policy of Frederick the Great
(London, 1963), ch. 3.
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feudal superiors was subsequently applied, between 1771 and 1778, to
Austrian Silesia, Lower Austria, Bohemia, Moravia and Styria.® Though
this measure was a compromise devised to leave the fiscal exemption of
the nobility intact for the time being by making it possible for the unprivi-
leged to sustain a greater weight of state taxation, the empress had thus
embarked on a policy of social reform which her son was later to carry
to its logical conclusion by the abolition of serfdom. Equally important
were the consequences of papal resistance to the government’s demands
for clerical contributions to public revenues, for from 1768 onwards the
Austrian clergy were taxed without papal dispensation and in 1769 the
dissolution of the monasteries and the diversion of their endowments first
to more general ecclesiastical purposes and then to charitable and educa-
tional uses was begun. By these and other means the amount of Austrian
state revenues was raised, by 1773, to almost double what it had been ten
years earlier. The trend towards greater state absolutism and towards
policies of social reform later identified with enlightened absolutism was
thus rooted in financial necessity.

In France similar attempts to increase public revenues between 1763 and
1769 by prolonging some of the war taxes to which the privileged orders
were subject and by a more equitable reassessment of the raille encoun-
tered the violent and concerted opposition of the parlements. It was at
this time and from this reactionary quarter that the first public demands
were raised for the summons of the Estates General. To appease the
recalcitrant magistrates Louis XV was compelled to emasculate the
ministerial projects for financial reform and to agree reluctantly to the
expulsion of the Jesuits. Only after the opposition of the parlement of
Paris had been swept aside by the drastic judicial reforms of the Chancel-
lor Maupeou in 1771 did it prove possible for the abbé Terray, by a series
of drastic fiscal expedients, to establish French public finances on a some-
what firmer footing in the last years of Louis XV.2

Fiscal considerations were equally, if not more prominent, among
the factors which shaped the attitude of the British government to the
American colonists after 1763. In general, three main aims seem to have
informed British financial policy towards America at this period—the
determination to check leakages of customs revenues in the colonies
resulting from the widespread evasion of the Navigation laws, the attempt
to raise a revenue in America by act of the imperial parliament and the
endeavour to remodel and strengthen the executive power in the colonies
by making it financially independent of the colonial assemblies. Behind
these objectives there lay the intelligible desire to relieve the heavy burden
on the British taxpayer of a national debt which had doubled in size in
consequence of the Seven Years War, the need, suggested by wartime
experience, to provide the American colonies with an adequate system of

1 See below, ch. x, p. 282. % See below, ch. xxi, p. 597.
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defence and the urgent necessity of endowing the empire as a whole with a
more rational and coherent administrative structure. These policies were
not hastily improvised by ill-informed or incompetent ministers, they were
not inspired by any covert designs to subordinate or enslave the colonists
or to exploit their rising prosperity for the selfish advantage of the
mother-country. They were, however, viewed in a very different light by
the commercial interests and radical leaders across the Atlantic and thus
provoked a resistance culminating in civil war, which ended with the
disruption of the first British empire.

To the American colonists this more positive approach of the British
government to financial and imperial problems after 1763 appeared as
dangerous ‘innovation’, threatening to restrict their own western expan-
sion, to undermine the sources of their commercial prosperity and to
infringe the constitutional rights and privileges of their colonial assemb-
lies.? As differences between the colonists and the imperial government
deepened and misunderstandings multiplied, the propaganda of the
Whig political leaders in America intensified these resentments and made
the compromise, which many of them desired, difficult. Ina very real sense,
however, the American contention that in these years the British govern-
ment was attempting to implement an imperial policy at variance with its
previous practice of ‘wise and salutary neglect’ was not exaggerated. This
policy was the product of bitter wartime experience and also of the advice
tendered to the government by conscientious officials at the Board of
Trade and by sorely tried soldier-administrators on the American frontier.

The first aspect of this ‘new departure’ in imperial policy was the
attempt to grapple with the complex issues raised by the defence of the
western colonial frontiers against the Indians.? Here the rising of the
north-western tribes under their Ottowa chief Pontiac in the spring of
1763, and the failure of the colonial governments adequately to co-
operate in its suppression, reinforced the need both to strengthen the
garrisons of British regular forces at strategic points and to reassure the
Indians against the westward expansion of the colonials. By the royal
proclamation of 7 October 1763 the ministry of George Grenville gave
formal expression to the policy, adumbrated two years earlier, of excluding
settlers from the territories west of the Appalachian mountains until the
Indians had been pacified and until an agreed basis for land settlement in
these areas had been devised. By this decision the government not only
honoured its obligations arising from a series of wartime treaties with the
Indians, but also attempted to redirect the course of colonial expansion
away from the fur-trading areas towards Nova Scotia and Canada in
the north and towards Florida in the south.? Although not unalterably

! See below, ch. xvir.
¢ E. Wright, Fabric of Freedom, 1763-1800 (New York, 1961), pp. 40-8.
8 J. Steven Watson, The Reign of George IlI, 1760-18r15 (Oxford, 1960), p. 183.
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fixed, the new demarcation line was held in America to be inconsistent
with the western land claims contained in some of the colonial charters,
and in so far as it was observed, it naturally antagonised the southern
land-speculators and the frontiersmen anxious to escape from their
limited opportunities in the settled tidewater areas.! Though, after 1768,
the imperial government had to abandon this restrictive policy, none of the
colonial land-settlement projects subsequently sanctioned had time to
bear fruit before the outbreak of the revolution. On the eve of that event
the government of Lord North, in the effort to placate Canada in the
Quebec Act of 1774, revived all the worst fears of the northern seaboard
colonies by reverting to the policy of imperial control in the western
territories north of the Ohio.

The second element of the ‘new’ imperial policy after 1763 was the
reinvigoration and strict enforcement of the Navigation laws and the
attempt to transfer to the colonists some share of the increased costs of
colonial defence by levying taxation in America by act of parliament.
The Grenville administration, imitating the war measures of Pitt, tightened
up the administration of the customs services and, in Massachusetts,
made increased use of ‘writs of assistance’ and of the jurisdiction of the
Vice-Admiralty courts. Within a year of taking office the government
had more than doubled the number of ‘enumerated’ articles in the Navi-
gation code and had forbidden the colonial governments to issue paper
currencies. Above all, however, in its quest for increased revenue, it
provoked the opposition of the powerful New England merchants by the
Sugar Act of 1764 and roused a general outcry of the most vocal and
influential elements in America by the Stamp Act of March 1765. It was
the combination of these measures—the attempt to terminate the lucrative
smuggling trade of the New England and middle colonies with the
French and Spanish West Indies at a time of post-war economic recession
and the decision to abandon the unsatisfactory method of financing the
costs of colonial defence by way of requisition that caused the colonists
openly to challenge the methods and principles of the new imperial
policies.?2 Neither the mob violence employed by the ‘Sons of Liberty’
against the colonial stamp distributors, which nullified the Stamp Act in
America, nor the economic boycott of British goods by the colonial
merchants which forced its repeal in 1766, were as significant in the
ensuing crisis of Anglo-American relations as the defiance of Patrick
Henry in the ‘rump’ Virginia assembly or the more moderate resolutions
of the Stamp Act Congress of October 1765. Though the pattern of

1 The colonies whose charters did contain western land claims were New Hampshire,
Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, Virginia, North and South Carolina and Georgia.

? Requisition was the method revived by Newcastle and Pitt whereby ministers, exer-
cising the prerogative power of the crown, had called on the colonial assemblies to provide

for common defence by means of quotas. Parliament subsequently reimbursed the colonies
for part, and often most, of the cost.
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physical and economic resistance to the British government was to be
repeated with success in the recurrent episodes of conflict between 1765
and 1774, the main importance of the Stamp Act crisis was that it forced
into the open the fundamental differences on matters of constitutional
principle which led to the eventual schism. Hitherto the colonists had
tended to rely for the defence of their liberties on their royal charters;
henceforth emphasis was placed on their rights, under the English consti-
tution, to be taxed only with their consent, to trial by jury and to petition
for the redress of their grievances. Accepting both their subordination
to the British crown and the right of the imperial parliament to regulate
trade and commerce by means of external customs duties, the colonists
now repudiated as ‘unconstitutional’ the attempt to raise internal taxes
for purposes of revenue.! When the legislative supremacy of the
imperial parliament over the colonies ‘in all cases whatsoever’ was
reasserted in the Declaratory Act, when Townshend attempted, though
without success, to force the colonial superior courts to sanction a more
extended use of ‘writs of assistance’, and when he also allocated the
revenues from a further series of customs duties to the payment of the
salaries of colonial governors, judges and officials, these measures were
seen as direct attacks on the status and privileges of the colonial assemblies
and as part of a settled design to ‘enslave’ the colonists.2 The so-called
‘intolerable’ acts of 1774, intended to isolate and quell the resistance of
Massachusetts to the duty on tea, confirmed these suspicions and indicated
that the British government had finally resorted, in the face of repeated
colonial opposition, to a policy of coercion.® Under this threat the first
Continental Congress virtually repudiated the sovereign authority of the
imperial parliament.* The final rejection of allegiance to the crown and
the appeal, in justification, to natural rights came only after the outbreak
of hostilities and the realisation of the need for foreign alliances—in the
Declaration of Independence.

The struggle of the United States for independence was thus initially
a colonial rebellion or, as some historians have described it, a second
English civil war. As the Americans themselves were quick to appreciate,
however, their chances of successful revolt depended upon foreign inter-
vention, and as the war progressed it developed into an international
conflict.® Assured from the early months of 1776 of French co-belliger-
ency and of the cautious benevolence of Spain and the United Provinces,

1 See below, ch. xvi, p. 455.

* For the late Sir Lewis Namier’s interpretation of the American policy of Townshend
see Crossroads of Power (London, 1962), pp. 203-12. See also O. M. Dickerson’s ‘ Writs
of Assistance as a Cause of the Revolution’, in The Era of the American Revolution, ed.
R. B. Morris (New York, 1939), pp. 40-75.

2 See below, ch. xv1, p. 484.

¢ C. H. Mcllwain, The American Revolution. A Constitutional Interpretation (New York,
1923), p. 116.

5 See below, ch. xviI.
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the colonists regarded the war, not merely as one for their political
emancipation, but also for the disruption and partition of the British
empire.! Territorially the ambitions of the ‘insurgents’ extended, at the
outset, to the conquest and absorption of all the other British possessions
in North America—Canada, Nova Scotia, Cape Breton island, New-
foundland and the Floridas. Hardly less confident were American
designs on the capture of trade outlets in western Europe and on the naval
domination of the western Atlantic. The early discomfiture of the attempted
conquest of Canada and the increasing need for the financial and naval
assistance of France in order merely to survive finally forced the Ameri-
cans to limit their more immediate objectives to the achievement of a
formal alliance with the French as the indispensable means of winning
the war.

Fortunately for the colonists the Comte de Vergennes, at the French
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was no less determined than his predecessor
Choiseul to restore the commercial and naval balance of power in the
Atlantic and, in any case, regarded Franco-British hostilities as inevitable,
whatever the outcome of the civil war in America. Even before the
Declaration of Independence French secret assistance in the way of military
supplies was on its way to the colonies. More important was the decision
of the French government in May 1776, despite the strenuous opposition
of Turgot, to commiit itself to the policy of affording the colonists financial
assistance.? Owing, however, to Spanish reluctance to assist a rebellion
which might excite unrest ip its own dependencies in central and southern
America and to French fears of a possible collapse of colonial resistance,
it was not until after the American victory at Saratoga in October 1777
that Vergennes saw his way open to offer the colonists a formal alliance.
By the terms of the treaty signed on 6 February 1778 France recognised
the independence of the United States, both countries guaranteed each
other’s possessions in the New World and undertook to prosecute the war
until American sovereignty had been assured. By July Britain and France
were at war. French naval participation in the vital Atlantic theatre was,
however, considerably delayed, mainly owing to Spanish unwillingness to
underwrite American independence and because of Florida Blanca’s
determination that Britain should be forced to concede substantial
advantages to the Bourbon powers either as the price of their joint media-
tion in the colonial conflict or as a result of a Franco-Spanish invasion,
It was only in order to implement this limited strategy and to secure
Gibraltar, Minorca and her claims in central America that Spain entered
the war in June 1779 as the ally of France.? The hostile encirclement of

1 R. W. Van Alstyne, The Rising American Empire (Oxford, 1960), ch. i1.

? It was disagreement between Vergennes and Turgot on this issue which was one of the
major factors in the latter’s fall from office on 12 May 1776. H. Glagau. Reformversuche
und Sturz des Absolutismus in Frankreich (1774-1778), (Berlin, 1908), pp. 114-32.

3 A. Teraple Patterson, The Other Armada (Manchester, 1960), ch. 1.
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Britain was completed in 1780 by the formation, with French encourage-
ment, of the Armed Neutrality of the northern powers and by Dutch
involvement. Though a small French expeditionary force, under Rocham-
beau, was landed in Rhode Island in the spring of that year, the main
French naval effort continued to be concentrated in the West Indies. In
these circumstances, the Americans, ably and devotedlyled by Washington,
came close to defeat towards the end of 1780. In May of the following year
however, the French fleet was ordered to co-operate with the colonial
armies and the result was the defeat of Graves by de Grasse off the capes
of the Chesapeake and the surrender of the British forces under Corn-
wallis at Yorktown. As Washington himself had always anticipated, it
was the financial and, above all, the naval assistance of France which had
proved decisive. Equally important, however, for their effects on the
peace settlement at Versailles in 1783 were British naval victories against
the Bourbon powers in the final stages of the war in the Indian Ocean, the
western Mediterranean and the Caribbean. In the event the skilful and
imaginative diplomacy of Shelburne was able not only to prevent the
complete disintegration of the first British empire, but also to deprive
France and Spain of the territorial and economic advantages in Europe
and Asia which seemed at that point to be within their grasp.

The essence of this achievement lay in a prior understanding with the
American peace commissioners Franklin and Jay, whereby the recogni-
tion of American independence was coupled with the admission of the
claims of the United States to expansion in the territories of the old
north-west, south of the Great Lakes. This settlement involved the sacri-
fice of Shelburne’s visionary hopes for the creation of an Anglo-American
federal union and an Atlantic community of free trade, but it allowed
Britain to retain its hold on Canada, Nova Scotia and Newfoundland and
virtually to undermine the Franco-American alliance.! By contrast,
though some gains were made by France and Spain and though Britain
had been humiliated by the partial collapse of her North American
empire, the Bourbon powers accepted settlements which left British
gains in the Seven Years War substantially intact. Above all, Vergennes’
hopes of converting the United States into an economic satellite of France
had been dissipated.

The repercussions of the American revolution on Great Britain and
France were profound and far-reaching. Part of the political response in
Britain to the disasters of the American war was the highly organised
campaign of the middle-class landowners in Yorkshire and of the London
radicals for ‘economical’ and parliamentary reform in 1779-80. Though
the agitation confirmed the aversion of the Rockingham Whigs for
parliamentary reform and only achieved its more limited objectives, the

! For Shelburne’s imperial policy at the peace settlement see V. T. Harlow, The Founding
of the Second British Empire, 1763~1793 (London, 1952), ch. vi.
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‘ American’ methods adopted by the county associations to bring pressure
to bear on parliament were not forgotten when the demand for parlia-
mentary reform was raised again by a younger generation of Whig
politicians ten years later. Neither in 1780 nor in 1793, however, were
these political movements revolutionary in intention. Wartime necessity,
the eloquence of Grattan, and the armed demonstrations of the Irish
Volunteers induced Rockingham in 1782 to concede legislative indepen-
dence to the Irish parliament. The loss of the American colonies also
made British imperial problems after 1783 not less, but more important.
Though the attitude of responsible officials remained stubbornly com-
mitted to mercantilist principles in colonial policy, in the following
decade Pitt laid the foundations of a wiser and more enduring imperialism.
The increased importance of British trading interests in the East in con-
sequence of the American schism and the inadequacy of Lord North’s
Regulating Act of 1773 made it necessary to establish official relations
with India on a more satisfactory footing.! Pitt’s India Act of 1784
imposed more rigorous standards of commercial behaviour on the East
India Company’s servants, subjected its directors to a ministerial board
of control appointed by the Crown, and, in its amended form, conferred
on the Governor General in Calcutta the necessary authority to over-
ride his council. It was also because of the closure of the former American
colonies to the transportation overseas of British convicts that the first
penal settlement was made in 1788 at Sydney. That was the beginning of
the colonisation of New South Wales, with all its implications for the
future development of Australia and the opening up of the Pacific. Later
still, in 1791, the continuing demands of the exiled American Empire
Loyalists for representative institutions in Upper Canada resulted in the
separation of that province from Lower Canada and the grant to both
areas of a semblance of self-government. When Pitt insisted, as he then
did, that Canadian taxation should be ‘left to the wisdom of their own
legislatures’, he was clearly recalling, in a different context, the great
lesson of 1776. Above all, the financial aftermath of the American War
provided the spur to the great series of fiscal, commercial and administra-
tive reforms carried through to success by Pitt between 1784 and 1789.2
These not only ensured Britain’s recovery in the post-war period, but also
enabled her to profit from her new and unprecedented opportunities of
commercial and industrial expansion.

In France the response to the challenge of financial reform after 1783
came too late. There, as Turgot had predicted, the financial disorders
resulting from participation in the American war led within a few years to
national insolvency and to the fiscal collapse of the ancien régime. Just as
the fiscal problems left by the Seven Years War had led the British
government to adopt new imperial policies which culminated in the loss

1 See below, ch. vi (1). ? See below, ch. xix.
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of its American colonies, so the financial legacy of the American war
involved France in a situation from which no issue could be found except
by the summons of the Estates General. The refusal of the first Assembly
of Notables and of the parlement of Paris to sponsor the fiscal remedies of
Calonneand Brienne and their call for the summons of a national represen-
tative assembly amounted, in effect, to a repetition of the American demand
for ‘no taxation without representation’. In the ensuing contest between
the privileged orders and the Third Estate a decisive role was played by
the French liberal aristocracy, several of whose most influential members
had served as volunteers in the American war. These were reinforced by a
group of younger magistrates inside the conservative parlement of Paris
who, because of their admiration for the new American state constitutions,
came to be known as ‘the Americans’. By assuming the political leader-
ship of the parti patriote and by throwing their weight behind middle-class
demands for equality, these dissident groups of the French aristocracy
ensured the eventual defeat of the révolte nobiliaire in 1787-8 and made
a significant, though often forgotten, contribution to the triumph of the
popular cause in the crucial struggles of 1789.

The post-war decade in Britain, however, was perhaps mainly significant
for the so-called economic take-off into self-sustained growth’, which a
former generation of historians has termed ‘the industrial revolution’.
Though the chronology of this phenomenon has been one of the most
controversial subjects of debate among economic historians, informed
opinion is now agreed that the sudden spurt of expansion, which was to
transform not only Britain but the whole of the modern world, occurred in
the third rather than in the first decade of the reign of George III. The
origins of this sudden growth are now sought less in the technological
innovations of British inventors—which were, with the exception of
Watt’s rotary steam-engine, modest rather than revolutionary in scope—
and rather more in Britain’s pre-eminence throughout the eighteenth
century in oversea colonial trade, in her pioneering exploitation of the
cotton trade, ideally suited both to command and to supply the mass
markets that would ensure ever-expanding capitalistic production, the
prevalence in Britain of comparatively low interest rates and the deploy-
ment of new entrepreneurial skills.? Stress has also rightly been placed
on the social and economic conditions which fostered British commercial
and industrial growth at this period—a rapidly improving system of land
and water communications, the existence since the Act of Union with
Scotland of a large area of internal free trade, adequate port facilities and
the existence in Britain, and nowhere else in Europe, of a capitalistic and

1 For a brilliant analysis of the social structure of the French nobility at this period see
M. Reinhard’s article, ‘Elite et Noblesse dans la seconde moitié du XVIIIe siécle’, Revue
d’Histoire Moderne et Contemporaine, vol. 111 (1956), pp. 5-37.

* Cf. E. J. Hobsbawm’s The Age of Revolution, Europe 17891848 (London, 1962), ¢h. 1r.
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scientific form of agriculture already equipped to support a rapidly
rising urban population, sufficiently profitable not to absorb entirely all
the capital it attracted from the world of commerce and drastic enough
in its effects on the rural population to provide industry with its needed
reserves of labour.! Already by 1790 the social structure of Britain was
visibly changing into that urbanised and industrialised community which
came into being during the next half-century. Even by 1793, however,
the growth of the factory system—even in the textile industry—was still
in its early stages. The industrial revolution had begun, but had not yet
swung into its full momentum.

In most regions of continental Europe outside the sphere of the
Atlantic community, the most pronounced political tendency of the
period 1763-89 was towards systems of government traditionally known
as ‘Enlightened Despotism’. Though some historians have questioned
the usefulness of this label, owing to its ambiguity, there would seem as
yet no need to abandon the description as an outworn and meaningless
term of art.2 What was distinctive about late eighteenth-century continen-
tal ‘despotism’ was that it was based on new theoretical justifications of
absolute monarchy, that it employed new administrative techniques and
showed some inclination to allow its policies of reform, if not to be
shaped, at least to be coloured, by the secular attitudes and the social and
economic theories of the European Enlightenment.?

Most European sovereigns (or their ministers) were at this period con-
cerned to stimulate the economic growth of their countries in order to
maximise their military strength, some wished to achieve the greater
administrative cohesion of their dominions by rationalising or abolishing
the complex, overlapping and retrograde provincial jurisdictions, which
had survived from medieval times. Yet others were moved to seek a solu-
tion for the problem of a resurgent, and sometimes anarchical, nobility
either in an effective co-partnership in government or in a resolute auto-
cracy. Such aims were severely practical and far from novel, but the
methods and policies of the ‘Enlightened Despots’ were related to con-
temporary needs and can hardly be understood except in the context of
eighteenth-century rationalism, the prevalent preoccupation with theories
of natural law and the not wholly altruistic concern of rulers to promote
the moral and material welfare of their subjects.

The new concepts of absolutism propounded at this time, to replace the

1 For the role of English landlords in industrial development (particularly in mining,
transport and iron) see ch. vill of G. E. Mingay’s English Landed Society in the Eighteenth
Century (London, 1963).

2 The most recent interpretation is by F. Hartung, Enlightened Despotism, Historical
Association pamphlet (G. 36) (London, 1957)—an English translation of his article in
Historische Zeitschrift, vol. 180 (1955).

3 | follow here, in part, the ‘working definition’ of the concept suggested by Dr J. M.
Roberts in his study of *Enlightened Despotism in Italy’ in the symposium Art and Ideas in
Eighteenth-century Italy (Rome, 1960), pp. 26-7.
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discredited notion of divine right, were derived from two main sources—
the contractual theory of Locke and the political theories of the Physio-
crats. The classical formulation of the theory of enlightened despotism
was that given by Frederick the Great in his Essai sur les Formes de
Gouvernement et sur les Devoirs des Souverains. Inthis brief work, privately
printed for Voltaire and other friends in 1771, the contractual view of
monarchy was clearly implied and the obligations of the ruler to his
subjects explicitly stated.! ‘In order that the sovereign should never
deviate from these responsibilities’, Frederick concluded, ‘he should
remember that he is a man like the least of his subjects; if he is the first
magistrate, the first general, the first financier, the first minister of the
community, this is not in order that he should merely symbolise but
actually discharge these duties. He is only the first servant of the state,
obliged to act with integrity, wisdom and complete disinterestedness as if,
at any moment, he were bound to render an account of his administration
to his fellow-citizens."? The other source of the new doctrine of absolutism
was the physiocratic conception of ‘legal despotism’.? Evading the full
rigours of the social contract, the earlier Physiocrats found a new intellec-
tual sanction for absolute, but not despotic, monarchy, in its functional
character. These functions were identified with the defence of liberty and
property. In order that the sovereign should be able to fulfil these
functions effectively, it was considered that he should possess both
legislative and executive powers. In his legislative capacity, however, the
sovereign was to be guided by consultative assemblies of elected land-
owners and confined to the task of ‘declaring’ and embodying in positive
laws the immutable principles of the natural economic order. In practice
this meant that the Physiocrats wished to exclude the monarch from
interference in the free play of economic forces, and that he should be
confined within his ‘legitimate’ functions by an independent magistracy.
It is hardly surprising that few monarchs, with the possible exception of
the Emperor Leopold II, were at all impressed with such notions—though
Catherine II of Russia in her Instruction to the Legislative Commission of
1767 also made plain her rejection of Montesquieu’s doctrine of the
separation of powers.

In their efforts to modernise the machinery of government the En-
lightened Despots resorted to administrative improvements of a quasi-
technical character. Documents and records hitherto often regarded as
the private property of ministers and officials were accumulated in public
archives and used for statistical and planning purposes. Officials who had
formerly been dependent on fees, perquisites and the interest on venal

1 (Euvres, vol. 1x, pp. 195-210.

* Jbid. p. 208. The use of the word “citizens’ rather than ‘subjects’ is significant.

? L. P. May, *Despotisme légal et despotisme éclairé d’aprés Le Mercier de la Riviere’,
Bulletin of the International Committee of Historical Sciences, vol. 1x (1937), pp. 56-67.
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offices were now increasingly paid fixed salaries from the central treasury.
In the interest of economy sinecures and court pensions were pruned and
the auditing of public accounts, traditionally used as a judicial check
on the integrity of officials, was now expedited and used to reveal the
current position of state revenue and expenditure. Systems of treasury
and budgetary control were devised. Censuses of population were put in
hand, cadastral surveys were undertaken to facilitate fiscal reform, news-
papers, foreign and domestic, were utilized as sources of intelligence and
technological, agricultural and scientific knowledge was systematically
deployed in the service of governments.! Forward economic planning,
though in its infancy, and resorted to only in emergencies, had at last
arrived.?

Some of the difficulty in accepting ‘enlightened despotism’ as a valid
or credible political concept has arisen from scepticism about the sincerity
of the public professions of autocratic rulers, such as Frederick IT or
Catherine II, who in private ridiculed as Utopian the ‘enlightened’ pro-
jects of their philosophic confidants and advisers. The ‘ Enlightenment’ of
eighteenth-century sovereigns has thus often been equated with specious
literary propaganda intended to secure the approval of the educated
classes in other countries for systems of government which, in practice,
still resorted to the use of repressive censorship, the secret police and
arbitrary imprisonment. This can hardly be denied. The ‘Enlightenment’
which affected the reforming policies of these monarchs was, however, of a
different character from what is actually implied when their sponsors are
described, inaccurately, as ‘ philosopher-kings’ or as the crowned disciples
of the great European intellectual figures. These monarchs showed them-
selves not so much secular as neutral in their policies of toleration and
anti-curialist in their ecclesiastical reforms; their social improvements
were inspired partly by humanitarian as well as by utilitarian motives,
and their fiscal and commercial policies were often abreast of the latest
developments in economic thought.® In these respects at least the auto-
cracies of this period were cautiously progressive and ‘enlightened’ in no
pejorative sense. If both Frederick and Catherine were conservative, or
even medieval, in the rigidity of their social sympathies, and if neither
ventured to tamper with the feudal régime, this was due to their recogni-
tion that their autocracies were still dependent on the co-operation and
support of their privileged orders. The fate of those who did experiment
with radical or revolutionary notions was exemplified in the tragedy of
Joseph II. In claiming to make ‘philosophy’ the legislator of his domi-

1 See below, ch. xx, pp. 566-7.

2 The most interesting example of this was the five-year plan (1787-92) submitted by

Brienne to the French Assembly of Notables as a way of restoring financial equilibrium and
of postponing the meeting of the Estates General. J. Egret, La Pré-Révolution Frangaise,

1787-1788 (Paris, 1962), pp. 179-85.
* For physiocratic and cameralist economic theory see below, ch. 11, pp. 47-54.
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nions, Joseph betrayed the true creed of the ‘enlightened despots’, which
was empirical rather than doctrinaire.

The most significant consequences of ‘enlightened’ reform in Europe
were a growing tension in church-state relations, further progress
towards the codification and modernisation of civil and criminal law and,
in central Germany, increasing public criticism of the social and political
pretensions of the nobility, coupled with demands for the mitigation of
absolutist government.

The crisis in the relations of church and state was itself the result of the
assertion of lay sovereignty in the field of ecclesiastical reform and of the
steady development of anti-curialist opinion in Catholic countries.
‘Josephism’ in Austria drew strength from the cult of Febronianism in the
ecclesiastical politics of the Holy Roman Empire, but it was also, to some
extent, a legacy from Maria Theresa.! In Spain and Italy the historic
claims of Regalism were fortified by the spread of eighteenth-century
‘political’ Jansenism. Both phenomena, however, reflected the same
general tendency in Catholic countries towards monarchical and episcopal
independence of the Holy See and the same determination that the church
itself should contribute to social and economic development. Anti-
curialist sentiment achieved its most striking victory in the expulsion of the
Jesuits from Portugal, France and Spain between 1759 and 1767 and the
dissolution of the order in July 1773, imposed on Clement XIV by the
united pressure of the Bourbon princes.? In the Habsburg territories
toleration for non-Catholics, state-controlled general seminaries, the
suppression of the contemplative orders and a replanning of the areas of
ecclesiastical administration; in Spain the restriction of the powers of the
Inquisition, royal control over episcopal appointments and the emancipa-
tion of the universities from clerical control; in Italy itself the sequestra-
tion of church land, legislation forbidding mortmain and clerical taxation,
and the limitation of the right of sanctuary—all these were reforms
imposed by rulers determined to assert their sovereignty against a
recalcitrant but powerless papacy.®? Such were the precedents which,
when followed by the Constituent Assembly in revolutionary France,
were to produce religious schism in the Gallican church.

The movement towards the codification of law was less an illustration
of the progress of humanitarian enlightenment than of the continued
emphasis on the supremacy of the state. The Frederician code of 1794,
besides embracing the whole field of civil, criminal and administrative
law, also redefined the unique position of the sovereign as the sole
representative of the state and gave further legal sanction to the social

! For Febronianism see vol. vi, pp. 21~2.

2 See below, ch. xm(2), p. 391.

* For the relations of Pope Pius VI with the enlightened despots see ch. m of E. E. Y.
Hales, Revolution and Papacy, 1769-1846 (London, 1960).
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and political ascendancy of the nobility.! This organic fusion of Roman
and Germanic law—the work of the enlightened Silesian jurist Suarez—
was applied to the whole complex of the Prussian dominions. It might,
without undue injustice, be described as a socially retrograde essay in
state-building. In Russia it was not the law itself which was codified, but
rather the privileges of the nobility.? In the Habsburg dominions the first
part of a new civil code, published in 1786, abolished, with certain
exceptions, the principle of primogeniture in the law of inheritance, and by
instituting civil marriage with the possibility of divorce, enlarged still
further the quarrel with the papacy. In 1787 a penal code, reflecting the
influence of Beccaria, confirmed the abolition of both torture and capital
punishment and mitigated the severe and inhuman punishments of the
sixteenth century, which had been largely perpetuated in an earlier code of
1768—the appropriately named Nemesis Theresiana.®

Recent studies of the impact of enlightened despotism in central
Germany have revealed the growth of powerful movements of public
opinion directed against the rigidity of the social structure in Prussia,
against the retreat from the reforming policies of Joseph II and the
repressive activities of the Austrian secret police.* One of the unforeseen
consequences of enlightened despotism in Austria and Hungary was the
political awakening of the Fourth Estate of peasants, students and urban
working class, who had been alienated by the fiscal and military burdens
of the Turkish war of 1787 and by Joseph II’s interference with traditional
religious practices. These unprivileged classes were encouraged by the
reforms of Joseph II to hanker for that complete social and political
emancipation which the emperor had never intended, but which was
part of the new gospel of the French revolutionaries.®

The attempts of Joseph II to renovate the administrative, legal and
social institutions of his dominions, regardless of the susceptibilities and
privileges of the nobility, indicated that the moment of greatest danger for
the absolutist régimes of Europe would ensue when radical policies of
reform were initiated from above. This danger was revealed on a greater
scale in the France of Louis XVI, for the revolution that was to overthrow
the Bourbon monarchy and to uproot the surviving traces of feudalism
in the most populous state of Europe was itself precipitated by reform
projects inspired by motives analogous to those of the Enlightened
Despots. The study of that revolution, so complex and so far-reaching
in its consequences for France and the modern world, has in the last

1 For Tocqueville’s famous analysis of the Code see L’ Ancien Régime et la Révolution,
Euvres Complétes, ed. J. P. Mayer, vol. 11 (Paris, 1952), pp. 268-71.

¢ For Catherine II's charter of the nobility, 1785, see below, ch. xi, p. 316.

8 H. Kretschmayr, Maria Theresia (Gotha, 1925), p. 187.

¢ H. Brunschwig, La crise de I'Etat Prussien & la fin du XVIlle siécle (Paris, 1947), and
E. Wangermann, From Joseph Il to the Jacobin Trials (Oxford, 1957).

& See below, ch. x, pp. 300-1.
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generation attained new dimensions of significance at the hands of
scholars who have sought to reinterpret it from the angle of the most
dynamic of its participants—the peasantry and urban sans-culottes.
Some of the findings of these scholars and a survey of the diverse inter-
pretations placed by historians on the larger significance of this cata-
clysmic upheaval are contained in the later chapters of this volume.!

The financial, constitutional and economic problems of the ancien
régime had for long demanded drastic treatment and when at last, in
1787-8, Calonne and his successor Brienne provided solutions which
might, if applied earlier, have averted collapse, the recalcitrance and dis-
union of the privileged orders provoked an unparalleled crisis of authority.
Reform had then to be entrusted, not to a hand-picked quasi-representa-
tive body of interested Notables, but to a popularly elected Estates
General. The first conquest of the revolution in the spring of 1789 was the
crucial transformation of this out-worn institution into the National
Assembly endowed with the constituent power and full political sover-
eignty. The second was the vindication of the assembly’s authority,
against threats of its forcible dissolution, by the storming of the Bastille.
The other ‘conquests’ of 1789 followed—the partial overthrow of the
feudal régime on the night of 4 August, the imperishable Declaration of
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen and the final removal of the remain-
ing obstacles to reform by the October days.?

By that early date, as Burke realised, the pattern of revolutionary
change in France had been established, for though the ‘principles of 1789’
had been elaborated by the bourgeois members of the National Assembly,
and though the construction of the new order was their achievement, it
was the direct intervention of the masses in politics which had proved
decisive in the struggle with reaction. This pattern was to be repeated
throughout the successive phases of a revolution that was, until Thermi-
dor, to move steadily towards the left and it is in this sense that the study
of the peasant insurrections of the period and of the activities and crowd
psychology of the Parisian working class has proved so significant.? The
main motivation of mass intervention in revolutionary politics was
economic—peasant impatience with the failure of the Constituent Assem-
bly ‘totally’ to demolish the economic foundations of ‘feudalism’, the
concern of the town populations for adequate and cheap supplies of the
staple popular diet—bread, the efforts of the workers in Paris to secure
minimum daily wages and, from 1792 onwards, anxiety at the rising cost
of living under the stress of inflation and the desire to secure official price
control of the articles of common consumption. Sometimes it was the

1 See below, chs. xx1-xxiv. 2 Ch. xx111 below.

$ The main pioneer in this respect was the late Professor G. Lefebvre with his definitive
studies of Les Paysans du Nord pendant la Révolution frangaise, 2 vols. (Paris, 1924), and La
Grande Peur de 1789 (Paris, 1932).
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narrow exclusiveness of bourgeois legislation which helped to precipitate
revolutionary journées—the denial of the franchise to ‘passive’ citizens,
the exclusion of manual workers from the National Guard or the restric-
tions placed on the right of collective petitioning. On other occasions
revolutionarycrowds were clearlyincited byradical leaders, journalists and
popular clubs to take sides on the great political issues of the day—to
support the claims of the Third Estate in the Estates General, to agitate
against an absolute royal veto, to throw their weight behind the republican
petitions of the Cordelier club after the failure of the king’s flight, to
demonstrate in favour of the Brissotin war policy or of Jacobin pressure
for the deposition and execution of Louis XVI.! Popular rumours and
collective fears—such as those provoked by the recurrent counter-
revolutionary plots of the aristocracy, by the subversive activities of
imaginary ‘brigands’, by the engrossment of food supplies by rich
speculators, and by “fifth-column’ intrigue at the height of the Prussian
invasion also provided powerful stimuli to mass unrest. The response was
the prolongation of radical disturbances in town and country and their
culmination in the direct democracy of the Parisian sections in 1792-3
and in the punitive aspects of the September massacres.

The indirect political consequences of such mass revolutionary activity
were far-reaching. It led, firstly, to repeated schisms in the ranks of the
‘patriotic’ leadership of the revolutionary assemblies—the earliest being
the secession of Mounier and the Moderates from the Constituent
Assembly and the conversion of Mirabeau into a crypto-royalist after the
October days of 1789. More important shifts to the right were those of
the ‘constitutional’ or Feuillant group after the ‘massacre’ of the Champ
de Mars in July 1791 and of the Brissotin or Girondin connection after the
overthrow of the monarchy. These defections to moderate and then to
reactionary policies were mainly determined by apprehensions of the
social and economic consequences of political radicalism. Those middle-
class democrats in the Convention, who in order to retain the political
support of the Parisian sans-culottes, were prepared to accept their econo-
mic demands, were the Jacobins.? Secondly, fears of the increasing
influence wielded in Paris by the Jacobin and popular clubs prompted
their opponents to think in terms of counter-revolution mounted by a
military dictatorship. Narbonne, Lafayette and Dumouriez all conceived
such plans and aspired to be their executants.? These occult ambitions
helped to speed France down the path to war with Austria in the spring of
1792, and, after Dumouriez’s treason in 1793, brought her near to total
defeat. Thirdly, revolutionary France, as the home of Jacobin extremism

* G. Rudé, The Crowd in the French Revolution (Oxford, 1959), passim.

? For the repetition of these political shifts in the pattern of nineteenth-century revolu-
tions see E. J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution: Europe from 1789 to 1848 (London, 1962),
p. 62. 3 See below, ch. xxtv, pp. 702-3.
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and the Terror, not only drew upon itself the enmity of the autocratic
monarchies of Europe, it alienated many of its initial supporters and
sympathisers in Britain and it subjected suspected radicals everywhere to
witch-hunts and state trials. The spectre of Jacobinism continued to
haunt many parts of Europe and America until well into the following
century.

Such extremes, it is fair to add, had never been contemplated by those
liberal aristocrats and middle-class reformers who had wrested the
political initiative from the privileged orders even before the meeting of
the Estates General. After the initial popular revolts of 1789 even the
most liberal members of the ‘patriotic party’ wished to preserve the
sanctity of private property however tainted with ‘feudalism’, to retain the
social status and honorific privileges of the nobility and clerical control
over large areas of the public services. When, however, Louis XVI
identified his interests with those of the emigrant nobility and invoked
the assistance of foreign powers, Brissotin leaders in the Legislative
Assembly determined to confiscate the estates of the émigrés and to
extirpate clerical influence. The continuance of royal treason after the
outbreak of war with Austria enabled Robespierre to invoke the assis-
tance of the Parisian sectionnaires and of the provincial fédérés in the
overthrow of the monarchy. With the advent of universal suffrage and the
republic, France at last attained the status of a modern democracy.

In the last resort, however, it was not the lessons drawn by subsequent
generations of politicians from the course taken by the revolution, nor
the radicalism of its political and social experiments, but rather the
ecumenical appeal of its ideology, which was so powerfully to influence
the future. Popular sovereignty was to result in the ideals of the lay state,
political and social equality in the extinction of feudal and aristocratic
privilege, the doctrine of self-determination and the cult of la patrie were
to give a new and formidable extension to nationalism in the nineteenth
and to anti-colonialism in the twentieth century.! Some observers have
even seen in the Jacobin dictatorship and the social democracy of the
year II the remote origins of modern totalitarianism.?

The rise of the United States of America and the decline and fall of the
ancien régime in Europe were accompanied by the revelation of new
intellectual, cultural and scientific horizons, which became more dis-
tinct as the siécle des lumiéres drew towards its close. In these respects—
as in others—the age was one of transition—for, if it still drew inspiration
from the republican ideals and aesthetic glories of the ancient world, it
was beginning to react against the formalism and rationalism of the
earlier Enlightenment and in art, music and literature was reaching out

1 G. Lefebvre, ‘La Révolution francaise dans I'histoire du monde’, Etudes sur la Révo-
lution Frangaise (Paris, 1954), pp. 315-26.

2 J. L. Talmon, The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (1952).
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towards the Romanticism of the future.! Here the pervading influences
were those of Neoclassicism and of Rousseau. In the field of metaphysical
inquiry the transcendental philosophy of Kant brought about yet another
and more profound revolution by indicating the boundaries of human
reason and by reconciling for the first time the opposing intellectual
principles of the rationalists and empiricists.? Equally, if not more signi-
ficant, however, was the renewal of the scientific impulse, which had
slackened in the first half of the century, but which now yielded new
discoveries of fundamental importance in the physical sciences and in
man’s knowledge of the material universe.?

1 See below chs. i1 and 1v. 2 Ch. m1. 3 See below, ch. v.
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CHAPTER I1

POPULATION, COMMERCE AND
ECONOMIC IDEAS

I. POPULATION GROWTH

HE estimates of European population in the eighteenth century are

I subject to a very wide margin of error; direct censuses were few and

imperfect, and most of the figures are derived from enumerations
of households, which, besides being incomplete, can be translated into
total population only by making necessarily arbitrary assumptions about
the size of households. While such estimates give a reasonably reliable
indication of the approximate size of a country’s population, they are a
poor guide to the rates of growth within a country, since they reflect
changes in administrative efficiency, and their general effect is probably
to exaggerate the speed with which population was increasing. There can,
nevertheless, be little doubt that population was growing in most parts of
Europe in the eighteenth century and that, for Europe as a whole, it was
growing more rapidly after 1760 than before.?

It is natural in retrospect to interpret this increase of population as the
first stage of the sustained and cumulative increase which has marked
the last two hundred years, and to seek an explanation in the operation
of new influences, such as higher standards of living or improvements
in medicine and public health. It should be observed, however, that
the population growth in the second half of the century was rapid
only in certain parts of Scandinavia and the Low Countries, in Russia,
England and Wales and Ireland, and in parts of Germany. Even in
these countries the rate of growth in the later eighteenth century was
probably not more than 1 per cent per annum except in Russia, certain
Prussian provinces, Finland and Ireland. In Spain, Italy, France and
probably in Switzerland, the rates of increase were around or below
0-5 per cent per annum, a rate by no means uncommon in earlier periods—
Gregory King, for example, estimated that the population of England
and Wales was increasing at 0-4 per cent per annum in the later seven-
teenth century.

Moreover, in certain of the areas where population was increasing most
rapidly in the later eighteenth century, rapid growth was of long standing;
in parts of Germany, population had been increasing rapidly since the
end of the Thirty Years War and in Russia from the second quarter of the

1 A collection of estimates, of different degrees of reliability, is given in the appendix

(p. 715). The figures for some areas, Hungary in particular, are influenced by migration and
not only by natural increase.
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eighteenth century. In such areas, the population growth of the later
eighteenth century did not represent a sudden ascent from a plateau. In
Sweden and Finland, population actually increased more rapidly in the
two decades after the cessation of the Northern War than it did in the
later half of the century. So that though there was an acceleration of
growth, especially evident in England and Wales and in Ireland, this was
by no means universal. What needs to be explained is not only the
acceleration of growth in certain areas in the later eighteenth century but
the existence and persistence of higher rates of growth in some areas than
in others.

We owe to Malthus the distinction between the preventive and the
positive checks on population—deferment or avoidance of marriage on
the one hand, and war, famine and disease on the other. In most parts of
western Europe before the industrial revolution preventive checks were
operative. Responsibility for the care of children rested upon the parents,
as opposed to an extended family or kinship group, and, in deciding
whether or when to marry, people were influenced by their ability to
acquire the means of establishing a separate household. Where it was
easy to acquire the means to support a family, marriage was earlier and
celibacy less common; where conditions were difficult men tended to
postpone marriage or not to marry at all. Thus conventions about marriage
tended in the long run to accommodate themselves to the available re-
sources in such a way as to prevent a too rapid growth of population. If
population grew in excess of the land and agricultural equipment available,
the younger sons of the peasants found it less easy to acquire and stock
a farm of their own, and became farm hands, domestic servants or soldiers.

Whether these controls on marriage were reinforced by the limitation of
births within marriage is not known. Abortion and primitive techniques
of contraception have been practised in all societies, but from the tone
of contemporary comment it is probable that their use in this period was
rarely widespread enough to reduce fertility significantly, except in
France; elsewhere they were resorted to principally in exceptional
circumstances, such as years of famine.

Population was also periodically checked by visitations of war, famine
and disease. In the absence of adequate supplies of fertiliser and efficient
methods of drainage, the fluctuations in the yield of food crops were
much greater than at present, and though the direct losses from famine
were small in relation to total deaths, a bad harvest tended to intensify
the effects of disease. Similarly, though the direct casualties of war were
small compared with the losses by epidemics, the movement of troops and
the disruption of communications made society more vulnerable to
epidemics. In years of exceptionally high mortality from these causes a
substantial amount of population growth might be eliminated, especially
where, as M. Goubert has suggested for the Beauvais region, mortality
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was particularly severe, not among the very old and the very young, but
among young adults and children above the age of five.!

According to Malthus’ original view, set out in the first edition of his
Essay on Population (1798), famine and disease were the penalties imposed
upon a population which grew more rapidly than the means of subsistence.
The high death-rates were the consequence of malnutrition and over-
crowding as the result of too high birth-rates. In Sweden and England,
however, which have been examined in detail, it does not seem likely
that the high mortality was closely related to population pressure. The
frequency and severity of harvest failure were determined by climate
rather than by the proportion of people to resources; and, though the
urban death-rate was sensitive to fluctuations in the price of grain and the
poorer quarters more sensitive than the well-to-do, bad harvests were not
often sufficient by themselves to cause a substantial and widespread rise
in death-rates. The years of exceptionally high mortality were principally
due to epidemic diseases, often accompanied by unusual activity of the
diseases endemic to an area. Neither the occurrence of epidemics nor
the capacity of the population to resist them were closely related to food
supplies, and though certain endemic diseases, such as tuberculosis, may
have been influenced by the level of nutrition, the character and virulence
of the most deadly endemic diseases was determined by the epidemio-
logical factors other than food supply—by climate, particularly tempera-
ture and rainfall, and by the extent of urbanisation. At least in England
and Sweden, therefore, the preventive checks seem to have adjusted
population growth to the supply of land and equipment at a standard of
living which, while extremely low by modern standards, was sufficiently
above the bare minimum to avoid major famines, and outbreaks of
disease directly induced by famine. High death-rates were not a conse-
quence of high birth-rates; it would probably be more true to say that the
level of the death-rate was high for reasons independent of the food-
supply, and that, in the long run, births accommodated themselves to this
level, by changes in the age at marriage and in celibacy. Malthus himself,
in his later writings, thought this was generally true of those parts of
Europe which had been long settled: ‘In almost all the more improved
countries of modern Europe’, he wrote, ‘the principal check which at
present keeps the population down to the actual level of the means of
subsistence is the prudential restraint on marriage.’

These conclusions are not equally true of all parts of western Europe;
the responsibility for keeping population in line with resources was not
distributed between the preventive and the positive checks in the same
proportion in all parts of the Continent. The preventive check was most
effective where conventions about the standard of living held to warrant

1 P. Goubert, ‘En Beauvaisis: Problémes démographiques du XVIle siécle’, in Annales.
nomies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. vii (1952).
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marriage were stronger than conventions about the age at marriage. But
in some areas, marriage habits which developed when opportunities were
abundant did not adjust themselves to the subsequent narrowing of these
opportunities. Where, as a result, growth seriously encroached on living-
standards, there was too small a margin to cushion the effects of tempor-
ary spurts of population or a run of bad harvests. In such circumstances
death-rates were more sensitive to harvest deficiency, and the character
and incidence of endemic disease were more directly influenced by living-
standards. The population of Ireland, for example, was much more
vulnerable to poor harvests than the English; and in the Electorate of
Saxony the bad years 1770-2 caused such heavy mortality that the
population in 1780 was no higher than it had been in 1744.

Whatever the causes of the variations in the death-rate from one
country to another, it seems probable that the main differences between
the countries where population growth was normally rapid and those
where it was slow lay in the level of their birth-rates; and while differences
in their birth-rates may have reflected physiology and nutrition they were
most often due to differences in the age at marriage and the extent of
celibacy. The area of most spectacular growth—as high as 3 per cent per
annum—was North America where abundant land afforded opportunities
for early marriage. The rapid growth of population in Russia also reflects
frontier conditions, accentuated by the weakness of the preventive checks.
For the household in Russia consisted of a number of families, and
marriage did not involve the setting up of a separate houschoid ; moreover
the peasant land was periodically redistributed in accordance with the
working strength or number of ‘eaters’ in each family, a practice which
developed partly because of increasing population but which also pro-
moted that increase by rewarding rather than, as was often the case in the
West, penalising the larger families. In Finland, also, and the eastern parts
of Prussia, the high rates of growth reflect the opportunities represented
by sparsely populated regions.

The rate of growth in Finland was much more rapid than in the rest
of Scandinavia, and the explanation of this can be seen from the following
table.

Birth-rate (%) Death-rate (%) Natural increase (%)
Denmark 31-0 282 28
Norway 324 250 74
Sweden 336 274 62
Finland 413 281 132

The evidence for the other areas of rapid growth is necessarily more
circumstantial. The relatively high rate of growth in Ireland even before
the acceleration in the closing decades of the century, was probably also
due to early marriage and high nuptuality; for the Irish had a reputation
of long-standing for marrying, as Petty said, ‘upon the first capacity’.
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By contrast, the areas where population growth was slowest were those
where the means for establishing new households were most restricted,
where there were few opportunities outside agriculture and where the
opportunities in agriculture were limited by scarcity of land and the
prevalence of large estates. Thus in Spain, while the population of
Austurias, Galicia and Valencia more than doubled in the course of the
century, Estremadura with its many latifundia, and oppressed with the
Mesta, was as sparsely populated at the end of the century as at the
beginning; and the population of the country as a whole rose by only
50 per cent. The Spanish writer Sarmiento ascribed the ‘depopulation’ of
his country not only to clerical celibacy but to the high proportion of
unmarried among the laity, who were unable to maintain a family because
of the maldistribution of agricultural property; and the fact that only just
over 20 per cent of the population between the ages of sixteen and
twenty-five were married in the census of 1768 suggests that the explana-
tion was correct.!

In Italy the rate of increase for the country as a whole was only about
0+4 per cent per annum, and it was slowest in Tuscany and the Po valley
where population was already densest and the potentialities of intensive
agriculture fully exploited. The possibilities of setting up a separate
household were restricted, and marriage was deferred; in eighteenth-
century Venice the age at first marriage was between 29-9 and 31-7 years
for men and between 28-0 and 29-8 years for women. The situation in
Austria is more obscure for it included provinces like Upper and Lower
Austria and Bohemia which were well populated, and provinces such as
Styria and Carinthia which were only half as densely populated. The
sparse population of the latter provinces cannot be explained entirely by
the nature of the soil, and it has been attributed to the heavy pressure of
Grundherrschaft and Gutsherrschaft on the peasantry and to the existence
of a rural proletariat who married late or not at all, partly because they
were too poor to maintain a family, and partly because the landlords
would not allow men without means to marry.? But similar social
institutions in Prussia were not incompatible with a very rapid increase of
population, and the probable explanation of the contrasting demographic
history of the northern and southern frontier regions of Europe is that the
latter were not well situated to become large exporters of foodstuffs and
were therefore incapable of supporting a rapid growth of population.

In France, according to Levasseur’s estimates, population increased
between 1770 and 1789 at less than 0-5 per cent per annum and the 1770s
saw the beginning of a continuous fall in fertility, brought about not by a
change in the age of marriage or in the proportion of people marrying

1 D. Ortiz, La sociedad espafiola en el siglo XVIII (Madrid, 1955), pp. 58-61.
# K. Schiinemann, Osterreichs Bevilkerungspolitik unter Maria Theresia (Berlin, 1935),

pp- 42 ff.
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but by control of births within marriage. The desire to limit births is to be
associated with the need among the peasantry to protect their holdings
against the threat of morcellation as the result of population increase
where there were no large reserves of land and no rapid expansion of
opportunities outside agriculture. Already in the later eighteenth
century the growth of population had led to an increase in the practice of
equal division of the family property, a method of providing for children
resorted to only when openings outside the family holding are inadequate
and which in itself reinforces the need to have small families.

The broad differences in population growth between countries seem
therefore to have been principally due to differences in births. But it does
not follow that the same agency was responsible for the acceleration
evident in certain countries in the later part of the century.

This acceleration was not necessarily due to the operation of entirely
new influences. It is probable that in most parts of Europe outside the
great towns there was an excess of births over deaths in a year which
was free from epidemics and war and in which the yield of the harvest
was normal. Any run of years which was fortunate in these respects was
therefore likely to enjoy an increase of population. The second half of the
eighteenth century seems to have been such a period. The fluctuations in
the number of deaths were less violent in the eighteenth century than in
the seventeenth, and less violent in the second half of the eighteenth than
in the first. The 1720s and 1730s were in most parts of Europe unhealthy
decades; there was an outbreak of the plague in the 1720s; in the 1730s
a severe influenza pandemic swept across the western hemisphere: and
there were also outbreaks of smallpox, typhus, typhoid and dysentery.
In the later decades of the century by contrast there were long periods
free from serious visitations of disease, in the south as well as in the north
of Europe. In Spain, for example, though malaria remained a serious
endemic disease in the rural areas, rising to the proportions of an epidemic
in 1784~7 and 17902, the main epidemics in the latter part of the century
were confined to the towns: while the epidemic of 1709 had repercussions
throughout the country, that of 1800 was concentrated in Cadiz, Seville
and their neighbourhood.

Moreover the years of exceptionally high mortality, though they
temporarily reduced the growth of population, might ultimately produce
an age structure which was favourable to a rapid spurt of population.
In the years of epidemics not only did deaths rise but marriages were
deferred; and not only were marriages deferred, and the births which
they would have produced, but the births to existing marriages also fell,
partly because marriages were broken by death and partly because the
conditions which produced the high mortality were unfavourable to
conception. But when the causes of high mortality had passed, there was
a large increase in the number of births; the deferred marriages were now
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contracted and many young people were able to marry earlier than had
been customary because they succeeded to holdings or occupations
earlier than would otherwise have been the case. The stock of marriages
depleted by the high mortality was now replenished by new and more
fertile marriages. These bulges of births produced very marked fluctua-
tions of age composition, a wave-like effect as the bulge moved forward
through time. A generation or so after such a bulge, the population
contained an abnormally high proportion of young adults. If then
conditions happened to be unusually favourable to marriage, the coinci-
dence of a favourable age composition and earlier marriage was capable
of producing for a decade or more a sharp burst of population.

Part of the more rapid growth of English population in the later
eighteenth century may be explained in these terms. The smallpox epi-
demic of 1725—9 was followed by a great surge of births in the 1730s and
some twenty-five years later the population contained an unusually high
proportion of young adults, and other conditions were favourable to
marriage. There was therefore a peak in marriages around 1760 which
accounts for some of the population increase in the 1760s and 1770s.
From similar causes there were surges of population growth in Sweden
from 1750 to 1765, 1774 to 1780 and 1791 to 1798.

The traditional mechanisms of population change are capable, there-
fore, of explaining much of the more rapid rise of population in the later
eighteenth century. Whether entirely new influences were operating and
the extent and nature of such influences is still in dispute. Does the lower
mortality of the period represent a permanent improvement, or was it
simply due to the long interval of peace after 1763, a favourable con-
junction of the weather and a fortuitous fall in the frequency of epidemics?
The disappearance of the bubonic plague from Europe—the last serious
outbreak was in Provence in 1721—certainly represented a permanent
gain; but though the plague had caused heavy mortality wherever it had
occurred, the outbreaks had always been relatively infrequent and con-
fined to limited areas, so that its disappearance did not contribute a
great deal to the explanation of lower mortality. In France, it has been
argued, infant mortality was falling at the end of the century; while
mortality in the age-groups 5-14 and 15-24 was virtually stationary,
that in the age-group 1—4 fell because of the almost complete disappearance
of smallpox, which before 1789 had been responsible for about 30 per cent
of the deaths in this group.! There was also some decline of deaths from
smallpox in England, as the result of inoculation in the later eighteenth
century and vaccination in the early decades of the nineteenth. But
except in the case of smallpox there is no evidence of improvement in
medical practice exerting a significant influence on the expectation of life;

1 J, Bourgeois-Pichat, ‘Evolution générale de la population francaise depuis le XVIile
siécle’, in Population, vol. vi (1951).
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any increase in medical facilities was confined to the towns and did no
more, and may have done less, than countervail the unfavourable effects
of urbanisation on death-rates.

A new influence more likely to have had a significant effect on popula-
tion growth is an improvement in food supply. It has been concluded
from French evidence that the correlation between dearth and death was
much less clearly marked between 1770 and 1789 than in the later seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries; and the harvests of 1770-2 and
1795 which were deficient in many parts of Europe seem to have had
less marked effects on the death-rate than the bad harvests of 1709-10.!
Any such diminution in the vulnerability of the European population to
dearth in the later eighteenth century could not safely be attributed
solely to improvements in food supply; bad harvests may have caused
fewer deaths because the diseases likely to be exacerbated by shortage of
food were less active for independent reasons. But it is possible that in
some areas crop failures were fewer as a result of more favourable
weather conditions and greater variety of crops and improvements in
cultivation; and it is probable that improvements in the organisation in
the trade in foodstuffs made it easier to alleviate harvest deficiencies,
where local reserves were insufficient, by imports from the regions of
surplus. For better nutrition and greater resistance to disease there is
little evidence except in the poorer regions where the potato spread;
increases in agricultural productivity were absorbed in supporting a larger
population rather than in increasing consumption per head; though in the
absence of improvements in agricultural productivity, population increase
might have provoked the Malthusian positive checks in areas where
living-standards were very low.

On balance it seems likely that, though lower mortality did to some
extent represent the operation of new influences, it was for the most part
the result of temporarily favourable conditions of a kind that occurred
in earlier periods and was not the start of the sustained fall in the death-
rate which has marked modern times. The death-rate in those areas for
which evidence is available rose again in the early nineteenth century.

In some areas the acceleration of population growth in the later eigh-
teenth century may have owed something to the relaxation of the pru-
dential restraints on marriage. The increase of 40 per cent in the population
of Brabant in a period of twenty-nine years—all the more remarkable an
increase in the rural areas because the population of Brussels, Louvain and
Antwerp increased by only 25 per cent and because the area was already
among the most densely populated in Europe—reflects in part the favour-
able effects of expanding foreign trade and improving agriculture on the
opportunities for marriage. In Ireland, it has been argued, the sub-

1 C.E. Labrousse, La Crise de I’Economie Jrangaise a la fin de I’ Ancien Régime (Paris,
1944), p. 182.
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division of existing holdings was facilitated by the spread of the potato
and the shift from pasture to arable to meet the growing English demand
for grain; and new land was also brought under cultivation. As a result
the sons of peasant families found it easier in the later eighteenth century
to acquire holdings and marry. In England the acceleration of economic
growth after 1760 and particularly the increased demand for agricultural
products possibly afforded inducements to marriage similar to those
provided by abundant land in frontier regions. In England at least, the
view that there were influences favourable to births has contemporary
warrant. ‘What is essentially necessary’, wrote Malthus, ‘to a rapid
increase of population is a great and continued demand for labour.’
Moreover, in the absence of any such favourable influences on the birth-
rate, it might have been expected that an increase of population due to
low mortality would have produced some corresponding fall in fertility
of the sort which occurred in France but not in England. But the view
that there were influences sustaining or stimulating the birth-rate has not
yet been supported by detailed statistical evidence, and it remains an
open question how far population increase of the later eighteenth century
was a response to an increase in the ability of the economy to support life,
and how far it was an independent development, absorbed without a fall
in living-standards where it coincided with rapid economic development,
but depressing living-standards where it occurred in stagnant economies.

2. TRADE

The pattern of trade

Before the application of steam to transport the cost of all types of
carriage was very high, and therefore trade was small in relation to total
output. Moreover, before the building of railways the costs of carriage
were much lower by water than by land, so that much more trade was
done between regions, even regions far apart, which were linked by sea or
river than between regions, even regions of the same country, which were
connected only by land. There was some long-distance trade in European
products within Europe itself, for example the exchange at Leipzig of the
industrial products of Saxony and Silesia for the primary products of east-
ern Europe, and a substantial trade in Zurich, Basle and Strasbourg which
acted as intermediaries between Germany, Italy and southern France.
But the main areas of trade were concentrated around the great seas—
the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, the Baltic—and the main European
trading cities were those which mediated the exchange of goods between
the more densely settled areas of western and central Europe and the
regions on the periphery.

The most important complex of trade was that between Europe and the
Americas. The West Indies had a large surplus of products which were in
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demand in Europe, principally sugar, coffee and some minor products
such as cotton, indigo, pimento and ginger. The hybrid colonies from
Maryland to Carolina also had staple crops. The northern colonies had
few staples of value in European markets, but a surplus of food and
lumber. This distribution of national specialities made possible an
elaborate system of exchanges. The exports of British manufactured
goods to the southern mainland colonies roughly balanced British im-
ports of primary products from this region. In her trade with the West
Indies, Britain ran a substantial unfavourable balance of trade, offset to
some extent by invisible payments, and with the northern mainland
colonies a smaller, favourable, balance. The northern colonies covered
the deficit in their trade with Britain partly by exports of provisions to
the western Indies, and partly by a favourable balance with southern
Europe; fish, lumber and wheat-products were exported to Spain and
Portugal and sold for wine, salt and fruit, which was then shipped to
England.

The Spanish and Portugese colonies in South America provided mainly
bullion against manufactured goods. Though in law the trade of these
areas was a monopoly of the mother-country, a large part of the trade
was in fact conducted by the English and French. Most of the manu-
factured goods imported into Spain, Portugal and their colonies were
supplied by England and France. These were partly paid for, in the case
of English goods,