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			ECONOMIC BALANCE SHEET
OF THE REIGN OF Louis XIV

			Here is a detailed financial assessment of the reign of Louis XIV (1643–1715), compared with the situation that prevailed under the preceding reign (Louis XIII and the ministries of Richelieu and then Mazarin, up to 1661).

			Legacy of Louis XIII, Richelieu, and Mazarin

			Under the preceding reign, the State had grown stronger and more centralized. Richelieu had curbed the power of the great nobles, strengthened the royal administration, and laid the foundations of a modern State capable of levying taxes on a national scale.

			The finances were fragile but organized, with regular revenues thanks to the taille and the gabelle, collected in an uneven fashion and partially farmed out to tax farmers. The monarchy turned to loans to finance wars (residual religious conflicts, foreign expeditions, the beginning of the Thirty Years’ War) and bore ever-increasing military costs.

			France suffered from indebtedness and a structural deficit: war and crises (e.g. internal unrest) had deepened the public debt. The Fronde (1648–1653) revealed both political and financial crisis, but in its aftermath allowed the royal authority to assert itself more firmly.

			Reforms and Financial Policies under Louis XIV

			Colbert, appointed Controller-General (1665–1683), further strengthened centralization and rationalized public finances by restoring and reinforcing royal accounting and combating fraud and the laxity of receivers.

			The development of mercantilism stimulated manufactures, while protectionism encouraged trade and the building up of the navy. This had the effect of increasing customs revenues.

			Improved tax collection reduced waste and tightened controls. The tax farms were reorganized, but the system of tax farming was maintained, which shifted the burden of collection onto intermediaries.

			Efforts were made to economize on certain items of expenditure, but it proved impossible to eliminate the rising costs of war.

			The policy of conquest and the military expenditure under Louis XIV—with the army becoming professional and permanent, the expansion of the navy, the costs of barracks, pay, and armaments—drove expenditures sharply upwards.

			The political elite engaged in corruption, and clientelism persisted, as the Fouquet affair illustrates. Recourse to borrowing became systematic, and the issuance of short-term treasury instruments served to cover deficits.

			The Evolution of Revenues

			Revenues increased thanks to improvements in taxation and the revival of trade. Colbert’s reforms and manufacturing growth made it possible to raise customs duties derived from commerce.

			

			Yet the fiscal structure remained profoundly unequal: the taille and direct taxes bore chiefly on the Third Estate, while the nobility and the clergy retained numerous privileges in the form of widespread exemptions.

			Extraordinary taxes and loans were resorted to in time of war: despite higher tax levies, receipts remained insufficient to meet military outlays.

			The Evolution of Expenditures

			Military and diplomatic expenditure exploded as a result of frequent wars (War of Devolution, Dutch War, Nine Years’ War, War of the Spanish Succession, etc.), while the court at Versailles imposed permanently higher spending.

			The rising costs of the court and the administration—due to centralization and the upkeep of a splendid court at Versailles—formed a major and highly symbolic item in the budget, emblematic of a power founded on prestige.

			In conclusion, public expenditure rose in spite of intermittent attempts at retrenchment.

			Debt and the Management of Crisis

			France’s indebtedness was structural. The State increasingly resorted to loans, bills of exchange, and financial expedients to cover its deficits, thereby exerting growing pressure on its own solvency.

			The situation of France at the end of Louis XIV’s reign was marked by a heavy accumulation of debt and a chronic deficit, exacerbated by the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) and by years of almost continuous warfare. At the king’s death, the treasury was drained and the State heavily indebted—a situation that would require radical reforms after 1715 (Law’s projects, etc.).

			One notes the State’s persistent inability to implement a profound and effective fiscal reform, owing to political resistance from the nobility, the parlements, and the intermediary bodies, which blocked any radical overhaul of taxation that might have distributed the burden more equitably.

			Indirect Economic Effects and Qualitative Assessment

			On the positive side, one may note administrative and financial modernization, thanks to improved accounting and a policy of centralization.

			Industrial and commercial development, fostered by royal manufactures and the navy, temporarily increased public revenues.

			France’s image of prestige was enhanced, raising its diplomatic and economic weight in Europe.

			On the negative side, the fiscal burden remained very heavy and generated deep inequalities. It fell above all upon the peasantry and the urban bourgeoisie, contributing to rural misery and social resentment.

			Massive indebtedness and persistent deficits left the State vulnerable; here lay a fundamental contradiction of the regime, which sought to strengthen its prestige and power through policies that in the end undermined them.

			War was the principal driver of expenditure: gains in territory and prestige were often cancelled out by the human and financial cost.

			Corruption and clientelism were endemic evils that curtailed the effectiveness of reforms.

			Synthetic Comparison with the Preceding Reign

			

			In terms of continuity, centralization and the reliance on taxes and loans were the legacy of Richelieu’s and Mazarin’s policies; Louis XIV merely intensified these tendencies.

			The difference lay in scale: under Louis XIV, the State became more powerful and more bureaucratic, and therefore far more costly—financial burdens, particularly military expenses and the maintenance of the court, rose sharply compared with the previous reign.

			As to the quality of management, the collection of revenues was improved under Colbert compared with the earlier situation, but these gains were largely offset by the increase in military expenditure during the great wars of the century.

			In the final analysis, Louis XIV left France more centralized and more economically developed in certain sectors, yet burdened with heavy indebtedness and an unjust tax structure, thereby creating major problems for the century to come.

			Conclusion

			The reign of Louis XIV marked a notable strengthening of the State’s financial and administrative capacities (Colbert and centralization), as well as targeted economic development (manufactures, navy). Yet these advances were largely counterbalanced—and often outweighed—by the massive rise in expenditure, especially military, and by chronic indebtedness. Compared with the preceding reign, the State was more efficient but also more financially fragile: power and grandeur came at a high price, that of a structural deficit and an unequal fiscal pressure that would weigh heavily on France after 1715.

		

	
		
			

			

			PREFACE

			The preliminaries to any book are tedious if they grow numerous or are prolonged. They interfere with its reading and thus defeat the purpose of its writer.

			I hesitate, therefore, to add even a brief preface of the sort I am about to set down here; yet I think it necessary to do so for the explanation of what I have written.

			The book which the reader has before him makes no pretence to be a life of Louis XIV. It is of a quite different sort from biography. It is a study of certain matters whereon those who have written about this great formative period in European history have widely differed; and that Study is directed to exploring the old and half-forgotten, the now rapidly reviving, principle of Monarchy.

			My book is no more than an attempt to give examples of how all the soul of this long life and its action, illustrates the character of monarchy. It is written because, as I have explained in the text, monarchy is certainly returning after a long eclipse; its strength is already present among us, sometimes in most violent forms, and the tendent t is working everywhere before our eyes. I have written an order to discuss and illustrate both the strength and the wickness of that institution as it appears in the capital example of Louis XIV’s very great reign. I attempt to discover how monarchy deals with the threat or the actual existence of civil war (the Fronde), how it deals with foreign enemies (the three great wars of 1672-78, 1687-97, 1702-1712), how it depends upon the human character of the monarch, and how it is affected by the vigour and decline of that one mortal man far more than aristocracy can be affected by any personal condition.

			With that alternative form of government, Class Government or Aristocracy, I contrast Monarchy throughout these pages.

			The matter which I think is central to this study and which I have particularly emphasised is the natural conflict between Monarchy and the Money-power. That is the political core of the whole story, from Fouquet to the struggle with the Dutch merchants (that is, with the bank of Amsterdam), and on to the struggle with the City of London, its newly-established banking system, its brethren and allies, the big English landowners.

			This essential, this inevitable duel to the death between Monarchy and Money-power, must run through any appreciation of the time. Those who omit it, not only in the case of Louis XIV but in the case of Charles Stuart (Charles II of England) in the case of the United Provinces, in the case of the Spanish decline—in everything of the period—omit the one thing salient, the one thing omission of which renders their Judgement worthless. We shall see how Louis wrestled with the Money-power, however incomplete was his victory over it, and how, from first to last, over more than fifty years, it fills all the business of the reign.

			And that reign is but one chapter in the endless struggle between Monarchy representing and defending the mass of men, their needs, their freedom, and Money-power working for the exploitation of mankind.

			The subject is of practical and vital interest today, now that Plutocracy is everywhere challenged by that extreme form of popular Monarchy which is properly called Despotism or Dictatorship.

			

			But I also discuss, as the reader will discover, the way in which Monarchy affects religion. Its direct effect here is the effort which Monarchy always makes to obtain unity by Authority. Class-government conducts a more effective effort, aiming at religious unity not by an imposed scheme but by the gradual elimination of all serious dissent. The complete moral unity of the English people today, which is but an example of their religious unity, was achieved in this fashion by a governing class. Louis’s attempt at the more mechanical method failed to produce a similar unity among the French. On the other hand, in that part of the English effort which escaped from English class government, the control of Ireland, an alien religion survived to harass England from without, just as the Huguenot survived, not in a special district but throughout the body of France itself, to harass that nation from within. Here, in the central test of efficiency, moral unity, neither Monarchy nor its rival Aristocracy succeeded.

			There is a last effect of Monarchy with which I have dealt, and which is surely of the highest interest: I mean the effect of Monarchy upon the monarch himself: upon the soul of the King.

			To examine this I have added to the sections which deal with the main external action of the reign in its first period, the time of the king’s youth and maturity—his life “without” —brief but close appreciations of his life “within.” Of this the test is the king’s relations with women. Three women successively mark this personal and inward life. Louise de La Vallière, in his youth; Athenais de Montespan in the full vigour of his manhood and of the central years; Frances d’Aubigné, Marquise de Maintenon, the guardian and the good mate of half his life, of his conversion, of his moral re-establishment—she who averted the moral degradation that threatened his decline.

			This last long phase when Madame de Maintenon was his permanent companion and led him through his own old age and hers to the dignity of death I have not divided into two contrasting aspects—that which was without, the man’s external action, his wars, his policy, etc., that which was within, the business of his soul. I have treated both combined, though indeed from the moment of his marriage, in 1684, to his death nearly thirty-two years later, the inward change in him, the strength of religion, the repose of the spirit, coloured all the outward action and saved the reign.

			H. BELLOC.

			Kings Land,

			June 1938.
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			CHAPTER I

			MONARCHY

			In the chaos that followed on the Great War a man wrote these words: “The world is hungry for Monarchy.” The phrase seemed foolish and was passed by, almost without comment. For the ancient thrones of Europe had fallen in ruins; the chief dynasties, Hohenzollern, Romanoff, Hapsburg-Lorraine had vanished, and the empty word “democracy” filled the air. No active kingly power remained. Newly arisen states called themselves Republican, and Anarchy menaced or invaded half the towns of our civilisation.

			Within a few years it was successively apparent in one country after another that authority vested in one man could alone stem the rising flood of dissolution. Italy was the first to save herself: the German Reich belatedly followed. Poland joined the system. In the United States, where National Unity had long depended upon an Elective Monarchy of increasing authority (the Presidency), that principle was reinforced. Greece, Portugal saved themselves under the orders of a single will. France sank lower and lower in the absence thereof, and Spain fell into dissolution for this same reason. Only England, the unique modern example of Aristocratic Government, formed an exception, and, under its strongly organised governing class, remained plutocratic and an oligarchy, stable without recourse to personal power.

			Monarchy has returned—often in the extreme form of despotism, often disguised under other names, but returned Monarchy as the principle of government is now fully established in all eyes that are open to reality.

			These things being so, Monarchy having come back throughout our culture, it behoves us to examine the nature of the thing, since for the future we must live with it and under it more and more.

			What is written for readers of English tongue must especially dwell on this: for in countries of English speech the re-arrival and new presence of Monarchy is masked. America has it indeed, manifest more and more in all political action but dressed in Republican terms. The United States are monarchical in the government of their great businesses, of their great cities, of their component districts, and especially at the centre of Federal power where, in the President, all the factors of enduring Monarchy are combined; the personal choice and action of one will, its support and restraint by impersonal institutions and by tradition, above all the popular character of the office: its stand for all the people as against sections or privileged groups. In England things are just the other way. Active Monarchy has so completely disappeared that its very nature is forgotten. But the name and its ritual function, are enthusiastically preserved and make part of the national unity and strength. Because it is thus veiled in exactly contradictory fashion by two mighty modern states the more reason is there for each to appreciate the meaning of Monarchy.

			Literature, instructed opinion, fashion, have opposed and obscured Monarchy for two long lifetimes. It has been caricatured, insulted, ignored. It has been rendered ridiculous by puppets taking its name (so-called kings and queens shorn of all real power), while all around it, save in aristocracies, things went from bad to worse. Even where Monarchy was at work it was masked by false names and subjected in theory to assemblies which made a mystical pretence of being “The People.” The coming generations must learn, all over again, the meaning of that permanent human figure, A Ruler.

			In order to bring ancient institutions long forgotten or hidden or overlaid, recourse must be had to history wherein the lively examples of the thing in its fullness may be found. Here, in Christendom, Monarchy has stood throughout our centuries in many forms, but especially in one typical form: the king who is king by Hereditary right of primogeniture which guarantees continuity. The prime example of such Monarchy is that of Louis XIV.

			Louis XIV of France, and his reign, give the main picture of an effective Monarchy in modern civilisation. His court, his victories, his defeats, policies, failures and permanent effects are all so many rests of Monarchy alive and in action. We are in that story what Monarchy is; its value to mankind; its abuses; its temptations; its reactions upon the character of the man called to a real throne. This individual King Louis is of the more value as an example in that he was built on the general model of men, excelling in nothing save the spirit of his function. We arc not distracted by special personal gifts in him from contemplating that function. Exercising that function through an exceptional length of years, absorbed in it as in a trade or craft, Louis XIV discovers for us what Monarchy can—and what it cannot—do.

			This is the interest of what I present in the pages that follow; for now that Monarchy has reappeared among us throughout Christendom and cannot but strike new and deeper roots it is our business to understand that which will overshadow coming time.

			Men can only live in community: but communities must be governed or they crumble from within.

			The instinct and experience of man has discovered two ways in which large communities can be governed. They may be governed by one man, or by a group of men. The first form we call Monarchy, the second Aristocracy—class government. Under either of these the unity of the State, its internal order, its power to resist attack may be permanently maintained.

			There is indeed a third and nobler way than submission to the rule of One or of A Few, and this third way is that where all families in the State combine to frame the decrees which they shall collectively obey, and choose by lot, or by open selection among themselves, the officers who shall enforce the laws. Such government “by the people”—the ideal of all free men—is called Democracy. Alas! It is possible only in small states, and even these must enjoy exceptional defences moral or material, if they are to survive. So defended whether by natural obstacles, or by an agreement among their neighbours, democracies very limited in scale have endured: Andorra after at least a thousand years in her mountain valleys is still here. But, for the most part, the lesser communities are absorbed in the greater, and not till these break up can democracy (in the smaller fragments) reappear. The human story, as a whole, tells of Kingship on the one hand, on the other of Republics under accepted authority of the rich; of enduring democracy hardly anything.

			Of these two main forms, Monarchy and Aristocracy, Monarchy is the commoner by far. Men perpetually associate themselves under individual Rulers: they only here and there, and exceptionally, form permanent states ordered by a ruling class.

			This prevalence of Monarchy through the ages is due to two forces: first that men think of themselves, at heart, as equals in right; next, that men armed for battle or organised for civil action can best achieve their objects under a leader. Filled with an obscure resentment against the power of mere wealth, or even caste, men will applaud and follow One who shall be master of their masters. The Monarch incarnates the common man, in his multitude, as well as the whole society over which he himself presides. Also, men can only act if they are embrigaded under a hierarchy of command leading up to one Commander: nearly all great common enterprises must be ordered so, and in the supreme test of war armies are led and battles won by a single will and brain. “Two good generals are no match for one mediocre general.” Men demand a name to lead them, and in victory they worship one successful captain.

			Therefore it is that when, after prolonged civil wars, the fighting forces emerge as the masters of the State, no longer its servants, they crown their Commanders-in-Chief. Armies are of their nature monarchic, and victory over foreigners too is only to be achieved under a leader. In both ways by civil war as by foreign expeditions, even by mere resistance to an invader, the old saying is proved, “War makes the King.”1

			Thus it is that monarchic states excel in war, that states steeped in war tend to monarchy even when they began in other forms, and that the rare but powerful and most enduring oligarchies of history have been not military but mercantile, based on commerce and usually insular, dependent on a fleet. They are chary of engaging a foe by land, and, when they do, they rely on mercenary armies and allies.

			But Monarchy has, besides the two roots of Human Equality and Military Action, a third root penetrating deeper into the nature of man and therefore, more sustained and nourishing. This root is Religion: man’s instinct for worship.

			Men subject to a wealthy ruling class will, indeed, worship that class after a fashion; but as a rule with awe rather than affection, and also as symbols of what they themselves would wish to be or as leading lives which they themselves might by good fortune enjoy. But men subject to a Monarch see in him a present deity. He incarnates the state and themselves. Their loyalty to him is one with the service they owe to the nation, and hence it is that after the wealthy have destroyed the powers of Monarchy and supplanted it, the name and title of “King” are still sometimes retained in order to dignify a ritual figure who personifies the state. All real power may have been taken away from the Crown and given over to a ruling class; all policy may in fact proceed from that class; it may have taken over the making of laws and exercise of policy, order, and justice, by officers drawn from its own body. Yet such a class is confirmed in power by acting in the name of that very crown which it has ousted.

			Such is the sway of Monarchy over men’s minds. But there is one practical quality about it which, in social effect, outweighs all others and is connected with all its qualities. Monarchy is the sole effective protection, in a large state, of the common citizen against the mastery of wealth. Napoleon summarized that truth in lapidary fashion. Monarchy, he said, is the one device discovered by man for the curbing of the money-power.

			Age after age has proved this truth not only by reason but by experiment. Seeing what wealth can do, nothing can check its control of society save the presence of a master too rich to be bribed and too strong to be beaten down. Alternatively, in the absence of such a head, society may from force of habit accept as inevitable and (in time) as even natural, the direction of itself by the rich. When that state of things has grown mature and is established, what we have called “Aristocracy” is present—the most stable and permanent of human arrangements. States so governed last on for centuries in splendour, and even during their decay they are monuments of their own past greatness. Such was Carthage, such was Venice, such has England been for now nearly three hundred years and perhaps may so remain indefinitely so long as she is ruled by gentlemen.

			The aristocratic state is menaced by two things only: the moral menace of falling into mere plutocracy, a cancer which rapidly kills,2 and the material menace of invasion by a large army. For in aristocracies the masses will never accept permanent military service.

			Order is the main mark of aristocratic states and a unity not to be matched in any other kind of society. Their internal cohesion is at once firm and elastic...
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