A Secret Letter; Monarchical
Authority in Prussia |
Frederick Wiliiam, The Great Elector

Seventeenth-century monarchs attained unprecedented au-
thority within their realms, often through the skillful use of
policies designed to enhance their power. The most dramatic
consolidation of power was made by the head of the Hohen-
zollerns, Frederick William (1640-1688), known as the
“oreat elector” of Brandenburg-Prussia. He instituted new
taxes, developed a trained bureaucracy staffed by members
of the nobility, modernized his army, and asserted his own au-
thority over competing claims from the nobility and represen-
tative institutions. In 1667 he wrote a secret letter of advice to
his son, who was in line to inherit the throne. An excerpt of
this letter appears here.

CONSIDER: The greatest threats to monarchical authority
according to Frederick William; the policies Frederick William
thought were most important for maintaining power; which of
Frederick William’s recommendations echo the attitudes
expressed in mercantilist doctrines.

It is necessary that you‘ conduct yourself as a good father
to your people, that you love your subjects regardless of
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their religious convictions, and that you try to promote
their welfare at all times. Work to stimulate trade every-
where, and keep in mind the population increase of the
Mark of Brandenburg. Take advantage of the advice of the
clergy and nobility as much as you can; listen to them and
be gracious to them all, as befits one of your position; rec-
ognize ability where you find it, so that you will increase
the love and affection of your subjects toward you. But, it
is essential that you always be moderate in your attitudes,
in order not to endanger your position and lose respect.
With those of your own station in life, be careful never to
give way in matters of precedence and in all to which you
are entitled; on the contrary, hold fast to the eminence of
vour superior position. Remember that one can lose one’s

superior position if one allows too great pomposity and too

great a show upon the part of members of the court.

Be keenly interested in the administration of justice
throughout your land. See to it that justice is maintained
for the poor as well as for the rich without discrimination
of any kind. See to it that lawsuits are carried out without
delay, without procrastination, for in doing this; you will
solidify your own position. . . . :

Seek to maintain friendly relations with the princes
and the nobility of the Empire. Correspond with them
frequently and maintain your friendship with them. Be
certain not to give them cause for ill-will; try not to
arouse emotions of jealousy or enmity, but be sure that
you are always in a strong position to maintain your
weight in disputes that may arise. . . .

Tt is wise to have alliances, if necessary, but it is better
to rely on your own strength. You are in a weak position
if you do not have the means and do not possess the con-
fidence of the people. These are the things, God be
praised, which have made me powerful since the time I
began to have them. I only regret that, in the beginning
of my reign, I forsook these policies and followed the
advice of others against my will.



