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Introduction 

In this paper I shall discuss whether and how the taxation system in early-
modern times might have served as means to integrate the population in the 
nation state. This raises various questions about integration: who were those 
integrated? Into what organisation were they integrated and how was this 
accomplished? I shall also discuss another aspect of the taxation system: 
how it could be a way to legitimise absolute power. Both these aspects will 
be treated in relation to one particular taxation reform: the property tax of 
Charles XII. 

It is not difficult to point to areas where a taxation system could have had 
an integrating effect: weights and measures, the monetary system, the rent 
system and so on. But can it be said that taxation can promote social inte
gration? If we consider the Government's ambitions I think it is possible to 
regard the taxation system as socially integrating. This is the perspective I 
am going to apply first. But the other perspective is also important: how did 
the people of Sweden react to the Government s intentions? Did the taxation 
system really promote social integration? 

My doctoral thesis dealt with a taxation reform that was implemented in 
the early eighteenth century.1 During the reign of Charles XII, Sweden was 

1Äsa Karlsson, Den jämlike undersäten, KarlXILs förmögenhetsbeskattning 1713, {An equal sub-
ject. Charles XII and the property tax ofijif), Uppsala 1994. This article is based on my doctoral 
thesis. 
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almost constantly at war. After the defeat at Poltava in 1709 the issue of 

raising money for a new army became urgent. It was then that the King, 

encamped in Bender in Turkey, sent a Decree to Sweden which contained 

instructions for a totally new way of raising extra-ordinary taxes from the 

Swedish people. This method, which the King introduced in 1713, was very 

different from anything previously known. It was a tax on property, both 

real and personal. One of the justifications for inventing a property tax was 

his desire to tax his subjects according to their individual ability to pay. An 

important element in the taxation was to be equality, that is, a contribution 

from everyone regardless of which Estate* one belonged to. The four Es

tates had previously paid their extra-ordinary taxes separately and very dif-

ferently.The tax of 1713 swept away the distinctions between the Estates and 

treated all subjects almost equally. A self-administered assessment of ones 

property was to be undertaken by everyone, and the records containing the 

accumulated sums of the different provinces were to be sent to a new De

partment - the Tax-revenue Treasury - which was set up to administer this 

tax. The Council of State would then decide how much every person was to 

pay in extra-ordinary tax, and in 1713 the sum levied amounted to 2% of the 

value of the individuals total estate. 

The taxation system in Sweden 

The extra-ordinary taxation system that applied before the property tax of 

1713 consisted partly of taxes specific to the individual Estates, granted by 

the Diets in the days of Charles XI, and partly of taxes on objects. There was 

no clear distinction between tax on income and tax on property. Some groups 

paid an amount related to their income, while others paid a mixed income 

and property tax. Taxes on objects were levied on certain types of property, 

e.g. wagons and wigs. The property tax of Charles XII has to be viewed in 

relation to this very diverse system of taxation. 

It is important to stress that this tax reform concerned only extra-ordi

nary taxation. The reform gave different results for the different Estates. 

The peasants paid rents or taxes to their feudal lord and to the Crown. 

Many peasants paid tax to the Crown only. For the peasants, extra-ordinary 

taxes amounted to only 1-3% of their total taxes. Even if the proportion 

seems small, it was in many individual cases a burden. It could be the deci-

sive expense that made the difference for a peasant family between getting 

by and a crisis. Even so, the extra-ordinary taxes were a small proportion of 
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what the peasants paid, whereas for the burghers and the nobility they were 
appreciable.This was one of the most onerous taxes for these groups, and an 
increase could be a heavy burden. 

Ideology 

To understand the way this property tax could be socially integrating, I am 
going to analyse some central concepts in the taxation Decree. These concepts 
are equality, taxation according to ability, and property. They are interesting 
not only in themselves, but also as part of an absolutist ideology expressed 
in the Decree. The concepts, or ideological elements, were part of this ideology, 
and the analysis of the property tax helps us to understand how the absolutist 
ideology during the reign of Charles XII was constructed. 

One of the most important elements in the taxation Decree was equality, 
an equality based on the taxation of all subjects according to the same method, 
without regard to which Estate they belonged. The previous system of extra -
ordinary taxation had been based on the Estates and was therefore hetero-
geneous. Charles XII criticised this system, which had been established at 
the Diets* held during the latter half of the seventeenth century. The essence 
of the criticism was that some of the Kings subjects had been impoverished 
as a result of this system, a situation that would now be alleviated by the new 
property tax. Charles XII was thus unsympathetic to the Diet as an institution; 
he never summoned a Diet during his reign. 

Charles XII made alterations to the system of extra-ordinary taxation 
without summoning a Diet. This way of acting contravened the old rule 
that it was the prerogative of the Diet to grant extra-ordinary taxes, although 
this rule had been steadily eroded during the period of absolutism. The 
Kings predecessor, Charles XI, built up the strength of the Treasury through 
the reduction* (i.e. enforced restitution to the Crown) of land and rents 
from the high nobility, and the introduction of the military allotment system-
both reforms contributed to Charles XI's financial independence from the 
consent of the Diet regarding extra-ordinary taxation. The formål right of 
the Diet to allow extra-ordinary taxes was also severely circumscribed by 
the Declaration of Sovereignty of 1693, in which the Estates themselves left 
it to the King to decide on extra-ordinary taxes in time of war. The right to 
raise extra-ordinary taxes without hearing the opinion of the Diet prevailed 
during the Great Nordic War, although the old method, having been acknowl-
edged by the Estates, was then practised. Charles XII went further than his 
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father and amended the method itself without summoning a Diet. This 
course of action was not embodied in the Declaration of Sovereignty of 

1693. 
In the taxation Decree, equality of taxation was related to ownership. 

Property was to be taxed without consideration of which Estate the owner 
belonged to. Thus, no account at all was taken of the privileges of the Estates. 
The nobility in particular enjoyed far-reaching privileges which gave them 
power and wealth. They were exempted from many taxes, both personally 
and for their tenants (tenants of the nobility*). But in 1713 the nobility was 
required to pay according to the same rule as ordinary subjects, which they 
had not been asked to do previously. 

The idea of the Decree broke with the socially and ideologically important 
order of the Estates - although this order was no longer a true expression of 
the groups and classes that society consisted of. The strong emphasis on the 
concept of Estate in the nobility's view of society had diminished during the 
second half of the seventeenth century. By then a concept of equality within 
the nobility had developed; this concept, however, did not embrace equality 
beyond the nobility. In contrast to this, the Decree placed the nobility on 
equal footing with other subjects as regards taxation. 

An important element in the society of estates consisted of the corporate 
bodies which organised the lives of their members on different levels and to 
a varying extent. These had during the seventeenth century become more 
rigorously controlled by the absolute state. During his reign, Charles XII 
attempted to ignore the corporate bodies altogether. This was also the case 
in the Decree where the King chose to establish a direct relation between 
himself and his subjects. With the property tax, the King set aside one form 
of social organisation - the traditional feudal social system with formål Estates 
- and promoted another one where each and everyone was primarily a royal 
subject. 

The Decree embodied the idea that each subject should be taxed according 
to his ability. The ability to pay tax was to be based on a persons property, 
instead of, as had previously been the case, being linked to the specific rights 
of the Estates. It was the economic ability of the individual that was to be 
taxed, and this ability was to be determined by his property. The aim of 
assessing a persons ability to pay tax correcdy was closely linked to the concept 
of equality. Equality thus lay in every persons being taxed according to his 
ability. 

The definition of the concept of property changes over time, and was in 
this case related to the kind of property that was common, and also to the 

84 



type of property that was to be taxed. A tax on property is seldom general, 
but tends to be aimed at a certain type of property. The nature of the taxed 
property has varied in different types of taxation systems. In the Taxation 
Decree of 1713 the formulation of the concept of property is very general and 
most kinds of property were included, with few exceptions. 

Everyone who owned land had to assess its value. The evaluation of the 
estates of the nobility was to be based on their rents, but anything that 
increased the value of the landed estate would be taken into consideration. 
The freeholders* were to assess the value of their right to their farm as 
freeholders (i.e. taxable enjoyment of land) while the tenants of the nobility* 
and the tenants of the Crown* were only to estimate the value of their per
sonal property. The ownership of the freeholders was taxed, thus subjecting 
them to the same duties as other landowners. This is an expression of a 
higher assessment of freehold ownership which is also in line with the gen
eral policy regarding ownership rights during the Caroline era*. 

The freeholders had to pay tax on their right to the farm as property, 
which in one way was an increase in their extra-ordinary taxation compared 
with the tenants. On the other hand, this meant recognition of their proprietary 
rights to the land, and of their important social position in society. This 
could also have been a way to win recognition for the Kings policy from the 
peasants - a way of legitimising his absolute power. Låter during the eighteenth 
century the freeholders advanced their position in other ways. The foundation 
for the strong position of the freeholders was laid during the reigns of Charles 
XI and Charles XII. 

I have highlighted certain important elements of the property tax of 1713, 
one of these being equality of taxation. The importance of equality in property 
taxation is an indication of Charles XIIs idea of what form relations amongst 
his subjects, and between himself and his subjects, should take. All subjects 
were the Kings subjects, no matter what Estate they belonged to. In that 
respect, all subjects were equals. 

It is also possible to see how the individual, in his role as taxpayer, emerged 
from the feudal society of the Estates. Not only did the individual become 
more important, but so too did the individual s property. In property taxation 
it was the property of subjects that was taxed, and not any activity related to 
their position in society or any significant attributes related to social position, 
e.g. titles, wigs, or expensive carriages. 

Thus one can see how the feudal society based on the Estates was already 
beginning to dissolve in the early eighteenth century - a process that was 
complete by the mid-nineteenth century when the Diet, an important element 
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but also the symbol of feudal society, came to an end. 

The property tax of 1713 was more than a new way to raise taxes, it was 
also a message from the King to his subjects about how his ideal society was 
to be organised. The King was very keen to spread this message to his subjects. 
He was so keen that he inserted a clause in the Decree which stated that his 
subjects must be informed about "the true context" of the property tax - that 
is, the relief the property tax would imply for them, compared with the old 
taxation system. 

Legitimisation 

The property tax was in many ways a novel kind of taxation for Swedish 
taxpayers and therefore the King and his men had to take precautions to 
make it acceptable. The clause informing his subjects about the relief that 
this new property tax would be, was one of these precautions. Another one 
was built in to the tax reform itself- self-administeredtaxation. 

Self-administered taxation meant that the taxation of the property was to 
be based on reports submitted at special taxation sessions attended by all 
taxpayers. The taxation was settled after a bargaining round when neigh-
bours were to check each others reports. It is explicitly stated in the Decree 
that the servants of the Crown were not to participate in these sessions in 
their official capacity but only as taxpaying subjects. At these meetings, tax
payers could check their own and their neighbours' taxation, and thereby 
exercise some influence over their taxation. This influence was allowed by 
the same King who had deprived the Diet of its control over the extra-
ordinary taxes. The people had gained influence over the taxation as sub
jects, but not as members of the Estates. 

Protocols and lists drawn up at the taxation meetings were to be sent to 
the regional administration, which would deal with them according to the 
customary procedure. The collection of the tax was to be handled by the 
royal bailiff*, who was the civil servant responsible for tax collection in general. 
Checks of the assessment of individual property would also be made by the 
regional administration, thus allowing it some insight into what the individual 
included in and excluded from his report, even though the main responsi-
bility rested with the individual subject in this matter. Since the proportion 
of the value that would be levied was not fixed until after the estimates had 
been completed, the Crown could compensate for undervaluation by in-
creasing the percentage, something that can be seen as a elever expression of 
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the technology of power. Self-administered taxation was a way of legitimising 
the property tax for subjects who were not allowed to influence the formula-
tion of the Decree in the Diet, but were instead afforded a possibility of 
influencing its implementation. 

As has already been pointed out, this taxation reform was never debated 
in the Diet, as was common during the reign of Charles XI. Thus the Diet 
lost control over extra-ordinary taxation policy. At the same time, individual 
subjects gained a degree of control over their own taxation. 

Even at the central level, subjects were given some responsibility for ad-
ministering the property tax, as the new government office, the Tax-revenue 
Treasury, would constitute a Department of the Bank of the Estates. The 
Council was given the task of deciding what financial needs the funds should 
cover, and determine the percentage that should be levied in taxes. The Tax-
revenue Treasury was then responsible for stipulating payment by assigning 
the sums to be collected by the regional administration. By increasing the 
efficiency of the financial administration through the administrative measure 
of setting up the Tax-revenue Treasury, Charles XII tried to solve his financial 
problems. No doubt he hoped that this step would produce increased resources 
for the needs he himself gave priority to, instead of being used to fill the 
gaps and satisfying the needs accumulated during the years of war. 

The setting aside of the Diet, by the King, not only meant setting aside 
the Estates of the realm as formål groups, but also the regional elites. When 
the Diet met, regional interests could be discussed, for instance among the 
burghers. Under the old taxation system they themselves apportioned the 
extra-ordinary taxes amongst the towns, in a process of repeated discussion 
among the representatives of the towns. In that process the capacities of the 
different towns to pay the tax could be taken into account. In the new system 
the burghers could not influence their tax at the town level only at the indi
vidual level. 

Property tax was a national state tax. Regional and feudal social organisa
tions were disregarded. What mattered was the King and his subjects. This 
was at least the ambition - in reality, regional differences still played a role, 
depending on differences in the varying implementation in the counties*. 
The property tax was part of a deconstruction of the regional elites in favour 
of a national elite. 

Self-administered taxation was one way to legitimise the property tax. 
Another way was through broadsheets which were distributed all over the 
country. In 1713 Wilhelm Kruse, a land-surveyor and writer, published a 
song about the property tax. He paid homage to the King and his wise 
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decision to introduce the reform. The property tax was compared to a thaw 
- as the snow melted, previously concealed fortunes would appear for the 
Crown to tax. At the same time the reform would reveal poverty and give 
relief to the poor. With this kind of propaganda, the Swedish people would 
hopefully become more inclined to accept the property tax, in spite of the 
fact that the reform violated old taxation traditions. 

Reactions 

How did the subjects react towards the property tax? In my doctoral thesis, 
I also discussed the reactions to the Decree which can be identified on dif-
ferent administrative levels. Since the peasantry was the main object of taxes 
and rents to be paid to the Crown, the study of their reactions has been 
deemed to be especially important.The peasants had certain legitimate chan-
nels of communication with the King, e.g. the so-called supplication, through 
which they were able to demonstrate their discontent with increased taxes. 
In the area studied the peasants did not make use of this ability. Discontent 
could also be expressed in connection with the collection of the tax. One 
form of peasant resistance was refusal to attend the meetings arranged for 
collecting tax, thus creating problems for the royal bailiff responsible. Peas
ant discontent concerned taxation in general, but there were also reactions 
which more specifically concerned the property tax. 

One course of action that was closely linked to the course of the war, was 
the unwillingness to pay tax as long as one undertook military service in 
order to be able to defend oneself against a potential enemy. The underlying 
idea was that tax was being paid to the Crown for defence against enemies. 
If the Crown did not undertake to do this, then the peasants would not pay 
their taxes.2 

The Diet summoned by the Council for 1713-1714 debated the property 
tax, and then decided to abolish it, reverting to the old method of levying an 
extra-ordinary tax. The Estates could not agree on this issue however. The 
nobility was completely against the tax, using the argument that the aim of 
equality had not been attained. The nobility thought that the property tax 
placed too great a burden on them, compared with their contribution to 

2 See Karin Sennefelts artide for a wider discussion of peasant resistance in the eighteenth 
century. 
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society in other ways. This way of arguing, using the equality argument, can 
be contrasted with the attitude of the nobility 40 years earlier to the proposal 
to introduce a property tax made by the burghers. The nobility had by now 
partly accepted the principle of equality and used it in their own defence. 

The burghers debated the matter keenly. More than half of the towns 
and cities wanted a return to the previous method of taxation. The main 
issue for many of the representatives of the towns and cities was partisan -
which method would favour their particular town or city? There were also 
burghers who argued in favour of the method of taxation they felt would be 
in the interest of the Crown. One common opinion was, however, that the 
tax paid by servants had to be increased. This view was shared by the clergy, 
which was in other respects positive towards the property tax. The finances 
of the Crown were central to the clergy, and this way of reasoning was com-
bined with the opinion that the property tax would also benefit the clergy. 
The peasants, the fourth Estate in the Diet, wanted to return to the previous 
method of taxation, considering it beyond their economic capacity to pay 
the new property tax. 

The decision of the Diet was to reintroduce the previous method of taxa
tion. The Diet had been summoned without the royal assent, but Charles 
XII, having been alerted, forbade its continuance. However it was too late 
to reintroduce the property tax for the year 1714, and so it was not reintro-
duced until the following year. The property tax was levied in 1715 and 1716, 

but was then abolished by the King himself. 
In Sweden many taxation reforms have been called 'the reform of the 

century'. Especially in the 1980S and early 1990S, this was a device used by 
politicians who wanted to appear strong in people s eyes. The property tax 
of 1713 cannot lay claim to this title, or even hope to hit the top ten of the list. 
It did not last long and was soon forgotten. Nevertheless it is very interesting 
for historians. It gives us an insight into the ideology and political ambitions 
of Charles XII and his regime. One final question is whether the property 
tax of 1713 did promote social integration. I believe this national tax was in 
many ways an important step towards the modern society, but in its time it 
also led to dissension within society and discontent with the absolute regime, 
which was overthrown a couple of years låter. 
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