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King Frederick II 

 
During the reign of King Frederick II (ruled 1740–1786), Prussia became one of the most 
important states in Europe. Frederick strengthened Prussia’s reputation as a military 
power while at the same time promoting the ideals of the Enlightenment. Frederick’s 
Essay on Forms of Government describes the principles of an enlightened government. In 
the following excerpt from this famous essay, the Prussian king comments on a range of 
topics, including the legal system, the military, taxation, and religious tolerance. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
Summarize the key points Frederick II makes in this essay. 
 
 
 
I once more repeat, the sovereign1 represents the state; he and his people form but one 
body, which can only be happy as far as united by concord. The prince is to the nation he 
governs what the head is to the man; it is his duty to see, think, and act for the whole 
community, that he may procure it every advantage of which it is capable. If it be 
intended that a monarchical should excel a republican government, sentence is 
pronounced on the sovereign. He must be active, possess integrity, and collect his whole 
powers, that he may be able to run the career he has commenced. Here follow my ideas 
concerning his duties.  
 
He ought to procure exact and circumstantial information of the strength and weakness of 
his country, as well relative to pecuniary resources as to population, finance, trade, laws, 
and the genius of the nation whom he is appointed to govern. If the laws are good they 
will be clear in their definitions; otherwise, chicanery2 will seek to elude their spirit to its 
advantage, and arbitrarily and irregularly determine on the fortunes of individuals. 
Lawsuits ought to be as short as possible, to prevent the ruin of the appellants,3 who 
consume in useless expenses what is justly and duly their right. This branch of 
government cannot be too carefully watched, that every possible barrier may be opposed 
to the avidity of judges and counsellors. Every person is kept within the limits of their 
duty, by occasional visits into the provinces. Whoever imagines himself to be injured will 
venture to make his complaints to the commission; and those who are found to be 
prevaricators4 ought to be severely punished. It is perhaps superfluous to add that the 
penalty ought never to exceed the crime; that violence never ought to supersede law; and 
that it were better the sovereign should be too merciful than too severe.  
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It is necessary to have among our [European] neighbours, especially among our enemies, 
eyes and ears which shall be open to receive, and report with fidelity, what they have seen 
and heard. Men are wicked. Care must especially be taken not to suffer surprise, because 
whatever surprises intimidates and terrifies, which never happens when preparations are 
made, however vexatious5 the event may be which there is reason to expect. European 
politics are so fallacious6 that the most sage may become dupes, if they are not always 
alert, and on their guard.  
 
The military system ought, in like manner, to rest on good principles, which from 
experience are known to be certain. The genius of the nation ought to be understood; of 
what it is capable, and how far its safety may be risked by leading it against the enemy. 
The warlike customs of the Greeks and Romans are interdicted,7 in these ages. The 
discovery of gunpowder has entirely changed the mode of making war. A superiority of 
fire at present decides the day. Discipline, rules, and tactics have all been changed, in 
order that they may conform to this new custom; and the recent and enormous abuse of 
numerous trains of artillery, which incumber8 armies, obliges others, in like manner, to 
adopt this method; as well to maintain themselves in their posts as to attack the foe in 
those which they shall occupy, should reasons of importance so require.  
 
The number of troops which a state maintains ought to be in proportion to the troops 
maintained by its enemies. Their force should be equal, or the weakest is in danger of 
being oppressed. It perhaps may be objected that a king ought to depend on the aid of his 
allies. The reasoning would be good were allies what they ought to be; but their zeal is 
only lukewarm; and he who shall depend upon another as upon himself will most 
certainly be deceived. If frontiers permit them to be defended by fortresses, there must be 
no neglect in building, nor any expense spared to bring them to perfection. Of this France 
has given an example, and she has found the advantage of it on different occasions.  
 
But neither politics nor the army can prosper if the finances are not kept in the greatest 
order, and if the prince himself be not a prudent economist. Money is like the wand of the 
necromancer,9 for by its aid miracles are performed. Grand political views, the 
maintenance of the military, and the best conceived plans for the ease of the people, will 
all remain in a lethargic10 state, if not animated by money. The economy of the sovereign 
is the more useful to the public good, because if he have not sufficient funds in reserve, 
either to supply the expenses of war, without loading his people with extraordinary taxes, 
or to succour11 citizens in times of public calamity, all these burthens will fall on the 
subject, who will be without the resource, in such unhappy times, of which they will then 
stand in the most need.  
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No government can exist without taxation, which is equally necessary to the republic and 
to the monarchy. The sovereign who labours in the public cause must be paid by the 
public; the judge the same, that he may have no need to prevaricate. The soldier must be 
supported that he may commit no violence, for want of having whereon to subsist. In like 
manner, it is necessary that those persons who are employed in collecting the finances 
should receive such salaries as may not lay them under any temptation to rob the public. 
These various expenses demand very considerable sums, and to these must still be added 
money that should only be laid apart to serve for extraordinary exigences.12 This money 
must all be necessarily levied on the people; and the grand art consists in levying so as 
not to oppress. That taxes may be equally and not arbitrarily laid on, surveys and registers 
should be made, by which, if the people are properly classed, the money will be 
proportionate to the income of the persons paying. This is a thing so necessary that it 
would be an unpardonable fault, in finance, if ill-imposed taxes should disgust the 
husbandman13 with his labours. Having performed his duties, it is afterward necessary he 
and his family should live in a certain degree of ease. Far from oppressing the nursing 
fathers of the state, they ought to be encouraged in the cultivation of the lands; for in this 
cultivation the true riches of a country consists.  
 
In most of the kingdoms of Europe there are provinces in which the peasants are attached 
to the glebe,14 or are serfs to their lords. This, of all conditions, is the most unhappy, and 
that at which humanity most revolts. No man certainly was born to be the slave of his 
equal. We reasonably detest such an abuse; and it is supposed that nothing more than will 
is wanting to abolish so barbarous a custom. But this is not true; it is held on ancient 
tenures,15 and contracts made between the landholders and the colonists. Tillage16 is 
regulated according to the service performed by the peasantry; and whoever should 
suddenly desire to abolish this abominable administration would entirely overthrow the 
mode of managing estates, and must be obliged, in part, to indemnify17 the nobility for the 
losses which their rents must suffer.  
 
The state of manufactures and of trade . . . next presents itself. For the country to be 
preserved in prosperity, it is indubitably necessary that the balance of trade should be in 
its favour. If it pay more for importation than it gains by exportation, the result will be 
that it will be annually impoverished.  
 
We shall now speak of another article, which perhaps is equally interesting. There are few 
countries in which the people are all of one religious opinion; they often totally differ. 
There are some who are called sectaries.18 The question then is started—Is it requisite that 
the people should all think alike, or may each one be allowed to think as he pleases? 
Gloomy politicians will tell us every body ought to be of the same opinion, that there may 
be no division among the citizens. The priest will add whoever does not think like me is  
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damned, and it is by no means proper that my king should be the king of the damned. The 
inevitable deduction is they must be destroyed in this world, that they may be the more 
prosperous in the next.  

To this it is answered that all the members of one society never thought alike. Tolerance 
is itself so advantageous, to the people among whom it is established, that it constitutes 
the happiness of the state. As soon as there is that perfect freedom of opinion, the people 
are all at peace; whereas persecution has given birth to the most bloody civil wars, and 
such as have been the most inveterate and the most destructive. The least evil that results 
from persecution is to occasion the persecuted to emigrate. The population of France has 
suffered in certain provinces, and those provinces still are sensible of the revocation of 
the edict of Nantes.  
 
Such are in general the duties imposed upon a prince, from which, in order that he may 
never depart, he ought often to recollect he himself is but a man, like the least of his 
subjects. If he be the first general, the first minister of the realm, it is not that he should 
remain the shadow of authority, but that he should fulfil the duties of such titles. He is 
only the first servant of the state, who is obliged to act with probity and prudence; and to 
remain as totally disinterested as if he were each moment liable to render an account of 
his administration to his fellow citizens.  
 
As the sovereign is properly the head of a family of citizens, the father of his people, he 
ought on all occasions to be the last refuge of the unfortunate; to be the parent of the 
orphan, and the husband of the widow; to have as much pity for the lowest wretch as for 
the greatest courtier; and to shed his benefactions over those who, deprived of all other 
aid, can only find succour in his benevolence.  

 
 
1. sovereign: king 
2. chicanery: trickery 
3. appellants: people who appeal for justice in court 
4. prevaricators: liars 
5. vexatious: troublesome 
6. fallacious: misleading 
7. interdicted: forbidden 
8. incumber: burden 
9. necromancer: magician 
10. lethargic: sluggish 
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11. succour: help 
12. exigences: needs 
13. husbandman: farmer 
14. glebe: earth 
15. tenures: property holdings 
16. tillage: improving land for farming 
17. indemnify: make compensation for 
18. sectaries: zealous followers of a religious sect 
 
 
Excerpt from Political, Philosophical and Satyrical Miscellanies by 
Frederick II, translated by Thomas Holcroft (London: G. G. J. and J. Robinson, 1789). 
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