AP Euro: Chapter 18 Opposing Viewpoints (p.540) Historical Argumentation

Enlightened Absolutism: Enlightened or Absolute?

Although historians have used the term enfightened absolutism (o describe a new type of monarchy in the
eighteenth century, scholars have recently questioned the usefulness of the concept. The three sclections below
offer an opportunity to evaluate one so-called enlightened monarch, Cathetine the Great of Russia. The first
selection is from a letter written by the baron de Breteuil, the French ambassador to Russia, giving his
impressions of Catherine. In 1767, Catherine convened a legislative commission to prepare a new code of laws
for Russia. In her Instruction, parts of which form the second selection, she gave the delegates a detailed guide
to the principles they should follow. Although the guidelines were culled from the liberal ideas of the
philosophes, the commission itself accomplished nothing. The third selection, from a Decree on Serfs (also
issued in 1767), reveals Catherine's authoritarian nature.

Document 1: Letter of the Baron de Breteuil

[Catherine] seems to combine every kind of ambition in her person. Everything that may add luster to her reign
will have some attraction for her. Science and the arts will be encouraged to flourish in the empire; projects
useful for the domestic economy will be undertaken. She will endeavor to reform the administration of justice
and to invigorate the laws; but her policies will be based on Machiavellianism; and I should not be surprised if
in this field she rivals the King of Prussia. She will adopt the prejudices of her entourage regarding the
superiority of her power and will endeavor to win respect not by the sincetity and probity of her actions but also
by an ostentatious display of her strength. Haughty as she is, she will stubbornly pursue her undertakings and
will rarely retrace a false step. Cunning and falsity appear to be vices in her character; woe to him who puts too
much trust in her.

Document 2: Catherine I1, Proposals for a New Law Code

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

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

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

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

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

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



Document 3: Catherine II, Decree on Serfs

The Governing Senate ... has deemed it necessary to make known that the landlords' serfs and peasants ... owe
their landlords proper submission and absolute obedience in all matters, according to the laws that have been
enacted from time immemorial by the autocratic forefathers of Her Imperial Majesty and which have not been
repealed, and which provide that all persons who dare to incite serfs and peasants to disobey their landlords
shall be arrested and taken to the nearest government office, there to be punished forthwith as disturbers of the
public tranquility, according to the laws and without leniency. And should it so happen that even after the
publication of the present decree of Her Imperial Majesty any serfs and peasants should cease to give the proper
obedience to their landlords ... and should make bold to submit unlawful petitions complaining of their
landlords, and especially to petition Her Imperial Majesty personally, then both those who make the complaints
and those who write up the petitions shall be punished by the knout and forthwith deported to Nerchinsk to
penal servitude for life and shall be counted as part of the quota of recruits which their landlords must furnish to
the army.

Historical Thinking Skill: Historical Argumentation

» How do Catherine's statements validate or undermine the concept of “enlightened
absolutism”?

Sources: Letter of the Baron de Breteuil. From G. Vernadsky, 4 Source Book for Russian History (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1972), Vol. 2, p. 451. Catherine II, Proposals for a New Law Code. From Documents of
Catherine the Great, W. F, Reddaway. ©1931 by Cambridge University Press. Catherine II, Decree on Serfs.
From G. Vernadsky, 4 Source Book for Russian History New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), Vol. 2 pp.
453-454.



