Anti-Clerical Aspects of Enlightenment Thought in Spain via Campomanes and Jovellanos.  By Marie Christine Duggan, May 25, 2007
There is a distinct anti-ecclesiastical bent to the economics of Enlightenment Spain.  This aspect will be explored through two works of its leading intellectuals, the Conde de Campomanes and Jovellanos.  Campomanes wrote the Tratado de la regalía de amortización in 1765 when he was economic advisor to the reformist king, Carlos III.  Jovellanos was a generation younger than Campomanes, and benefited from the economics training promulgated by men of Campomanes’ generation.  Yet Jovellanos put forward his elegant Sobre la ley agraria in 1794, which was a less auspicious moment for change since Carlos III died in 1788.

Both economists argued against mortmain, whereby land purchased or bequeathed to the church could not be bought or sold.  Mortmain literally means “dead hand,” perhaps a reference to the practice of leaving land to the church at death, as a way to expiate sin.   In their arguments, both men indicate faith in the market economy, and yet it is a market which the government champions, and in which the government and private sector are allies in the battle against the church.  Campomanes, more than Jovellanos, evinces faith in the government—perhaps reflecting his own influential role as counselor to a reformist king.  Jovellanos on the other hand has more faith in the market, and is more comfortable with the theoretical process of market clearing.  If Campomanes in these anti-ecclesiastical debates is moving from scholasticism to mercantilism, Jovellanos represents the passage from mercantilism to liberalism.  Yet the Christian moral economy perspective must be seen as the backdrop against which both men struggled to free their own minds and also as the political milieu for the policy debates in which they engaged.  

The reasons that the church was the target of the Spanish economists’ ire will be the starting point for this study.  I will search for clues in the writings of the economists themselves, and then turn to the historical context in which they operated to gain further insights.  Finally, I will make use of the 20/20 vision provided by hindsight to examine with theoretical clarity an issue that at the time may have only been dimly perceived.  Finally, I will turn to that aspect of the problem which still resonates today: the extent to which the liberal dream in which both had so much faith was a chimera, though it was grounded in the pursuit of self-interest which seemed such a pragmatic approach compared to the suppression of greed advocated by the Christian moral economists against whom these men labored.
I. Campomanes’ Economic Attack on the Church

Campomanes presents three reasons why land held by the church was a blight on popular well-being.  The first is that the church is not using the land to help the poor.  The second is that land in church hands is tax exempt, thereby raising the tax burden on everyone else.  The third is that the secular sector is weakened every time land leaves it for the church.  Before turning to these, let us examine how Campomanes’ manages to claim that God would support his attack on the church. 

a. The Will of God

Campomanes begins his Tratado de la regalía de amortización with a ringing endorsement of the Enlightenment: “There is nothing that impedes the progress of the Kingdom more than insisting upon ancient customs, or unverified notions, or vulgarities which do not merit consideration (p. 1).”
  Furthermore, he affirms that reason is the better basis for argument, rather than the textual exegesis favored by his scholastic predecessors: 

It is not appropriate to guide oneself by the opinions of others, who departing from original sources, search for pretexts to hinder the Legislator from the universal remedy of the Republic (p. 2)

The irony is that Campomanes then relies on the Old Testament to back up his fundamental argument that the church has no business owning land.  Clearly Campomanes was trained in the tradition he wished to overturn.

Campomanes is referring to Deuteronomy 18 when he writes, “God himself distributed the goods, and he gave to the secular state, made up of the eleven Tribes, real estate in its entirety (p. 3).”  The tithe, a tax on the flow of income from that property, is then for Campomanes the only legitimate source of revenue for the clergy, again based on biblical exegesis; recalling that the Levites are the tribe of priests: 

[The tithe] is in the law of Grace the effects which belong to the Clergy, who must administer the sacraments and take care to preach the Gospel...This asignation was adopted by the church in imitation of the ancient law that was made in favor of the Levites for their necessary sustenance; with the objective that these [Levites] would not impoverish the rest of the Tribes, as would be the case if they were permitted to acquire immovable goods [bienes estables] (p. 4).” 

The implication is that by receiving not only the tithes, but also by accumulating the landed property that should have been the foundation of income for the people, the eighteenth century church was impoverishing Spain’s people, and doing so against the will of God.

b. Taking Advantage of Need
First, Campomanes argues explicitly that the church is using its wealth to take advantage of the poor by buying up the lands of desperate debtors at fire-sale prices.  

The extra wealth that the dead hands should use, as they did in the years of the early church, to give alms to the poor workers and citizens of the towns...has been converted on more than one occasion into a fund for empowering themselves to buy up the haciendas [of the poor] (p. 20).”  

The liquidation of their property does not benefit the families who sell because “the price obtained for real estate is quickly consumed (p. 2).”  He is in effect accusing the church of that gravest of sins in the scholastic pantheon, avarice.  Making money by taking advantage of need is the reason that all merchants come under moral suspicion in the scholastic world view, but the transgression is particularly severe if undertaken by the clergy, as implied by the maxim, “Shun a trader cleric” (Langholm 1998).

I leave it to the theologians to examine if monasteries, convents, and colleges of regulars can buy these haciendas from workers in a time of need, taking advantage of it; or it, rather than enriching themselves, they should use their extra wealth to help with the necessities, either by giving away alms, or by permitting [those workers] to live in their haciendas (p. 21).  

c. Raising the Tax Burden on Everyone Else

Campomanes’ second argument against church property is that mortmain results in tax exemptions for the church, which lead in turn to a higher tax burden for everyone else.  Income earned from land held by the church was exempt from many of the income taxes that private land-owners would have had to pay, giving religious owners an unfair advantage on the market place for grain:

Many of the regular orders,
 among those who acquire the most and are most interested in acquisition, excuse themselves from paying [income taxes] with the pretext that they have privileges....From this follows a distinct advantage to these dead hands in acquisitions, even when they have to pay a higher price to purchase the real estate, because they do not recognize the tribute to the King, nor the tithes to the Church, or else they pay them in a smaller amount (p. 19).

Furthermore, since lands once given to the church could never be sold, the sales tax on land (the alcabalá) was another source of funds denied the royal government:

Since [the alcabalá] is a tax that is only collected at the time of sale, real estate that enters into the church and the dead hands will never be sold again, due to the prohibition on alienation that canonical law imposes; this extinguishes the collection of this right, which is one of the principle branches of the Real Hacienda (treasury?), on account of the cessation of that which produces it, which is the transfer of ownership (p. 18).

The result of these tax exemptions for the church is a higher tax burden for everyone else:

The members of the community [vecinos], once their lands have been sold, either depopulate the place, or turn into day laborers for the dead hands. From this has originated the very serious and inevitable agravio of having fall on the remaining [small holders] pudientes all that the old owners paid [in taxes] from their estates and industry.  This is the true cause of the deteriorating condition of the Pueblos (p. 19).

This results not only in a loss of income, but in a reduction in the size of the workforce itself:

Who will there be to take up arms, to work the land, to suffer the derramas concegiles, and other personal tributes in place of the community members (vecinos) who have been extinguished, transfering their goods to those who are exempt?...They do not marry nor procreate children (pp. 19-20).”

Finally, the transfer of land from debt-ridden smallholders to tax exempt clergy not only leaves a smaller number of people to pay the taxes, but it actually raises the amount of money that the state requires by turning the former smallholders into beggars: “The workers who sold their land in times of necessity now join ranks with the beggars and wander freely to the damage of the State (p. 20).”  

d. The Secular Sector
Campomanes’ third and central argument against Church property involves the introduction of a concept that will endure in Spanish-language political economy, the secular sector: “Ecclesiastical law does not permit alienation to the secular sector, to the obvious benefit [utilidad] of the Curch, which is the same as saying to the obvious detriment of the secular sector (pp. 26-27).”  One is tempted to translate “secular” as “private” and yet that would hide a central aspect of Spanish Enlightenment economics, which is to conflate the government sector and the private sector into one entity, in a zero-sum conflict with the religious side of the economy.  

Campomanes noted that any time land left the secular sector, it enriched the religious sector.  Over time, the secular sector had become too small and weak to sustain the state and the common good: 

The Concordat of 1737 [by which the church lost some of its tax exemption] serves principally to prove that the secular state, through the unlimited acquisitions by the clergy was already by 1737 incapable of supporting the ordinary expenses of the state (p. 29).   

To understand the context in which Campomanes discusses this, let us examine the two definitions of “amortización” which he uses.  Initially, amortización meant that the church could not buy property without the consent of the sovereign.  However, over time the term lost that meaning and acquired another: amortización came to mean that a fifth of the value of any land granted to the clergy must be handed over to the royal treasury.  Campomanes acknowledges that amortización in the second sense did indeed indemnify the treasury for the alcabalá taxes it would be prevented from earning on potential future transfers of the land, had it remained in private hands.  This then serves as the backdrop for some of Campomanes’ hardest hitting words against mortmain:

[There is a] great difference between a law that prevents the transfer of goods to dead hands, and that of amortización [understood here as the tax].  The first is intended for the common good...and it is without doubt valid and just; the other is widely used, and although it does not damage the budget, it is in this last case damaging to the Clergy because of what it demands at the time of purchase, and does nothing to favor the state, because it does not produce the intended effect: which is to preserve real estate among the secular vassals (p. 30).

“To preserve real estate among the secular vassals” is Campomanes’ guiding principle, and it seems to me the main reason he believes the King can legally limit acquisition of land by the clergy.  Indeed, Campomanes had already stated the same basic principle in his introductory chapter: 

It stands as an unvarying maxim that the population is greater and more permanent, the more that real estate circulates among the secular vassals, without leaving them, as a fund necessary for general prosperity (pp. 2-3).
He explains why most clearly in the following passage: 

The greatest happiness of the Republic consists in that it be highly populated with inhabitants; because a large population is the greatest wealth that a Kingdom can desire.  However, there is no doubt that families destitute of real estate, on the verge of selling [their land], begin to grow thin, fall into poverty, and end up as beggars (p. 2).

Finally, there is just a hint that Campomanes sees agricultural efficiency going up with secular ownership as well: “The greater the proportion of real estate that remains among the seculars, the greater will be its product (p. 3).”  This tantalizing approach to economic efficiency remains, however, unexplored.    

Thus, the full circle of Campomanes’ argument is as follows: rather than using their wealth to assist the state by reducing poverty, the church is now creating poverty in rural areas.  This is because the church abandoned God’s wise counsel in the Old Testament to leave landed property to the people. If we return to Campomanes’ use of the Deutoronomy, a reference to the problem of inequality of landholdings then plaguing Spain is also evident. God not only barred the priests from owning property, but also instituted the jubilee year in which all debts were cancelled every fifty years, and a second debt-relief mechanism whereby a relative could redeem a debtor’s land before the jubilee year arrived.  Campomanes is referring to these debt-relief measures in the following passage:

To keep [the secular Tribes] in possession, [God] put three conditions: the first, that in every sale of land, the right of redemption would belong to relatives, so that the land would stay within the family.  The other that at the end of the fifty years, at which time the jubilee took place, all the inhabitants would return to their ancient property, and all unpaid debts would be cancelled.  The last was the prohibition to acquire real estate, imposed by God himself on the dead hands of the Levites (p. 3).

This seems to be an oblique reference to small holders in Spain forced to sell land to the church to reduce their debt, thereby increasing the market power of the church.  To Campomanes, the importance of the biblical system was that “the distribution of land preserved equality; the people were all rooted [arraygado].”  

The conflation of private sector and government into a single secular sector suggests that what is good for the government will also benefit for-profit entrepreneurs.  Here Campomanes betrays his political leanings, more than economic analysis.  Campomanes was a regalist, and the backdrop for the economic arguments against the church was his life-long struggle to assert the authority of the monarch over every aspect of Spain, at home and abroad.  The ecclesiastical hierarchy was as important as the government in organizing the life of the Spanish empire, and the problem was that the religious sector swore allegiance to both king and pope.  Dual allegiance was truer of the regular orders than of the secular clergy, and of all the regulars, the Jesuits were the most assertive of their allegiance to the pope and independence from the king.  No surprise then that Campomanes was a key player in the expulsion of the Jesuits from Latin America in 1767.   

The economic corollary of regalism is mercantilism, here understood as the desire to increase the flow of wealth into the royal treasury.  If the general problem was to persuade the religious hierarchy to subordinate itself to the King’s authority, the economic manifestation of this conflict was the desire to persuade the religious to pay taxes to the King.  

Many have explored the political aspect of Campomanes’ arguments against the church (Brading, for example).  But if one comes at his writings from the perspective of the history of economic thought, one wonders if he wasn’t also groping towards the larger problem of the monopoly power that large landholdings gave the church over grain prices.  This interpretation is suggested by the publication of the Regalía in the same year that grain prices were libearlized.  It is also the direction that Jovellanos, building on Campomanes’ work, would take the economic logic. 
II. Jovellanos’ Informe: From Mercantilism to Liberalism
At the home of Campomanes’ contemporary Pablo de Olavide, Jovellanos learned his economics at a tertulia that focussed intently on economic problems, reading from as wide an array of influences and language traditions as possible in order to apply any relevant ideas to the particular policy dilemmas that they faced (Llombart 1996).  Olavide was intendant of Seville and also the prime mover of the model agrarian community promoted by reformers in the Sierra Morena.  Thus, it was with the pressure of urgent economic policy problems over which he personally had authority that Olavide guided his tertulia into readings on the economics of the agrarian structure.  
Jovellanos’ argument in favor of ending mortmain is couched thoroughly in the language of classical liberal economics.  The market, rather than the state, is the prime mover of economic growth.  Increased revenues for the state and increased tithes for the church will follow from the dynamics of a free market in land.  Yet Jovellanos, too, dialogues with the scholastic tradition in which he was initially trained, and continues to see a strong state as the ally of the market economy.  Jovellanos is less of a politician than Campomanes, more interested in the truth for truth’s sake.  This is evidenced by his championing of Pablo de Olavide once the elder man was hunted by the Inquisition, and his break with Campomanes’ for the more powerful man’s refusal to do the same.  

This allegiance to ideas rather than political expediency may explain why Jovellanos included the aristocracy alongside the church as the two responsible for the high price of land and the ensuing agrarian stagnation:

Compare the amount of property held in mortmain by secular families with those held by ecclesiastical bodies, and you will see by how much the scale falls toward the first, even though entailed estates of the aristocrats [mayorazgos] were initiated so many centuries later than the acquisitions of the clergy (p. 100).

By most accounts the church held 15% or less of total land in Spain, and controlled about 25% of the grain produced for sale.  But when church and aristocracy are put together, they controlled about 60% of land, and produced about 90% of the grain produced for sale.  Thus, from the economic perspective of monopoly control of land, Jovellanos was quite right that the problems caused by mortmain could not be resolved without attacking the aristocratic as well as the ecclesiastical holdings. This willingness to take on two powerful interest groups may be the reason that Jovellanos was not as successful politically as Campomanes, but it certainly makes for a logically consistent and elegant text.

a. Liberation from Scholasticism

Jovellanos reveals an intimate knowledge of scholastic economic philosophy when he identifies as the fundamental problem with Spanish law the fact that legislators viewed suppression of self-interest as essential to the common good:

Seeing men frequently losing track of their true interest, and swept along by their passions toward a type of well-being that was more apparent than real, it was easy to believe that men would be better directed by means of laws than by their personal desires and to suppose that nobody could better dictate the laws than those free from the illusions of self-interest, they would work attentive solely to the public interest (p. 13).

He concluded, “The law did not propose as its goal the utility of individuals, but rather the common good; and since that time, the law began to fight against self-interest (p. 13).”  Jovellanos argues instead that self-interest itself will force people to suppress their vices: 

Most men, dedicated as they are to their own interests, listen better to the dictates of reason than to their passions...If as some point [a man] distances himself from his self-interest, the same passions that made him lose his way, will rein him in (p. 13).

Indeed, Jovellanos argues that the damage done to a man’s self-interest by following his passions will impose a penalty on him that is greater than any the law might impose (p. 14).  Thus, for Jovellanos, greed itself will force people to control their negative impulses, and the wise economic structure is one that frees people to pursue their self-interest.  


A second check on human passions is the competition between men’s interests: “That continuous struggle of interests that agitates men, established naturally an equilibrium that the law can never attain (p. 14).”  By this, he means that each to protect his own interests will make sure that individual rights are protected:  

Not only the just and honorable man will respect the interest of his neighbor, but even the unjust and greedy one.  Certainly it will not be out of the principle of justice that he will respect [his neighbor’s interest], but rather out of utility and convenience.  Fear that his own interests will be usurped is the safeguard of the other (p. 14)

By the logic that reason and competing interests will hold exploitation in check, Jovellanos then turns the scholastic edict on its head.  The basic principle of economic legislation should not be to suppress self-interest, but rather to remove any obstacles to the free play of self-interest (p. 12).  This is the organizing theme of his proposals for agrarian reform. 

b. Ecclesiastical Mortmain Impoverishes the State

Unlike Campomanes, when Jovellanos speaks of amortización, he lumps ecclesiastical mortmain together with aristocratic entail, since both permanently remove land from the market.  His arguments against amortización tend to be theoretical, without specifically characterizing the landowner as clerical or aristocratic.  However, at times the argument turns specifically against church landholding, as when he suggests that the regular orders have outlived their usefulness and should simply be suppressed.

One aspect of Jovellano’s argument against the church seems to be a summary of Campomanes’ legal arguments in the Regalía.  Jovellanos argues that ecclesiastical mortmain is not only against the principles of political economy, but it is also against the law, and he cites statues in Castille and many other regions that are centuries old and apparently unenforced (p. 91).  The reason for putting the laws into place is to prevent the impoverishment of the state and the people. 

Policy always tried to re-establish [the prohibition of ecclesiastical mortmain], not out of hatred for the church, but rather to favor the state; not so much to prevent the enrichment of the clergy, as much as to avoid the impoverishment of the people (p. 92).

He then launches into an eloquent attack on the unity of “greed and devotion” represented by bequests of land into ecclesiastical mortmain:

What sort of dykes, what barriers could have been enough against the efforts of greed and devotion, united into one and the same point? (p. 92)

[Doesn’t he also say something about the hypocrisy of trying to wipe out your sins with a bequest.]

c. Landholding Makes Clergy Lose Their Desinteres

In an odd twist, Jovellanos condemns the ownership of land by religious men on the grounds that ownership itself will encourage them to pursue self-interest:

El mismo clero conoce major que nosotros que el cuidado de esta propiedad es una distraccion embarazosa para sus ministros, y que su misma dispensacion puede ser un cebo para la codicia, y un peligro para el orgullo de los débiles. (p. 99).

It is easy to see that ownership of property could lay the clergy open to charges of hypocrisy, but one gets the sense that Jovellanos honestly believes that everyone should pursue their self-interest except the clergy, who should remain disinterested.

While some have argued that Jovellanos treats the church with kid gloves in the Informe (Lynch 1989), this would apply only to the secular clergy.  The charge is justified by his argument that the clergy can simply be persuaded on the merits of the case to dispossess themselves of land, 
“El mismo clero conoce major que nosotros que el cuidado de esta propiedad es una distraccion embarazosa para sus ministros, y que su misma dispensacion puede ser un cebo para la codicia, y un peligro para el orgullo de los débiles. (p. 99).

However, on the regular clergy Jovellanos comes down hard; the original reason for the creation of regular orders was the corruption of the secular clergy; since the secular clergy are no longer corrupt, regular orders should not only lose their land, they should simply be abolished:

How can [this Society] fail to recognize that our secular clergy is no longer ignorant or corrupt, as it was in the Middle Ages?  That its enlightenment, zeal, and charity are to be commended?  And that nothing can be more insulting to it than the idea that it needs so many different auxiliary [orders] to carry out it’s functions? (p. 94)

It is true that Jovellanos identified aristocratic mayorazgos as the largest obstacle to a free market in land, but one suspects that the regular clergy were the most vulnerable politically to expropriation.  For Jovellanos, the regular clergy has no business owning property, and in fact no business existing.  

d. Give the church cash

Jovellanos is not opposed to bequests to the church in principle, only to bequests of land that takes the land out of market forever, creating land scarcity.  Thus, for those who want to give, the preferred method would be some sort of cash bequest.  This comes through in the following passage: 

Prohibit in the future real estate from being donated, and order that those who want to consecrate [their land] to these objectives [i.e., to the secular clergy], should sell them in a place chosen by the executors of the wills, and that the donation could only be carried out in the form of juros, censos, acciones en fondos publicos, y otros efectos semejantes (p. 97).  

e. Little incentive to cultivate

Turning now to the more general conception of mortmain whereby lands removed from the market are held by either the clergy or the aristocracy, Jovellanos argues that owners of such lands were not motivated by self-interest: 

Our laws facilitated the accumulation of wealth in a small number of bodies and powerful people...always distancing from cultivation and husbandry the individual’s self-interest, and converting the funds and industry that ought to animate the nation to other ends (p. 78).

Elsewhere Jovellanos has argued that aristocrats use arable land to create gardens for display rather than for making products that meet human subsistence needs.  He writes that large landowners will 

prefer the agreeable to the useful, they will substitute hunting forests, las dehesas de potros, los plantios of shady and pretty trees, gardens, lakes and fish ponds, fountains and waterfalls, and all the beautiful things that are part of rustic luxury for the simple and useful works of the earth (p. 85).  

Another argument is that the high and rising price of land leads the wealthy to purchase land as a speculative investment whose price will rise even if no production is undertaken on it.  

c. Amortización Prevents Equality of Aspiration

For Jovellanos, economic growth will result once land is in the hands of people who will pursue self-interest.  
Without legal intervention, the art of cultivating the land can reach, and effectively has reached in some towns, the highest perfection.  Wherever the law protects property in land and labor, you will inevitably attain this perfection, and all the good things that depend on it (pp. 12-13).

It may seem odd that Jovellanos champions property rights as the key to economic growth in a tract in which he is demonstrating the need for the government to diminish property rights of religious institutions and the nobility.  But clearly he views ecclesiastical and aristocratic privilege as inimical to the property rights of small holders:

The laws which occupy the attention of the [economic] Society are those which continually remove landed property from the commerce and circulation of the state...which exclude forever from the remaining individuals the right to aspire to them (p. 80).

The idea seems to be that the pursuit of self-interest leads people to increase productivity, so that preventing people from access to the land quashes ingenuity and productive energy.  But productivity is a word that Jovellanos never quite mentions.


d. With Amortización, Wealth Rewards Inactivity

Wealth should be a reward for industry and a penalty for laziness.  The implication is that inheritance undermines this, since mayorazgo (primogeniture) rewards noble lineage rather than industry.  It penalizes ignoble birth rather than laziness.  Jovellanos admits that if industry is rewarded by wealth, some inequality will result.  Yet wealth accumulation would certainly be less permanent than that resulting from centuries of mortmain and entail. 

When each citizen can aspire to wealth, the natural vicissitude of fortune will make it pass rapidly from some to others: as a consequence [wealth] can never be immense in terms of quantity or duration for any one person...If in the natural progress of the freedom to accumulate, wealth is not equalized, at lest wealth will come to be equally for all a reward for industry and a penalty for laziness (pp. 79-80).  

But Jovellanos actually carries the argument a step further when he notes that there was a time when the aristocracy donated land to the church specifically as support for noble children who were unfit to become the knights that the family valued.  Thus land was actually put into mortmain to prevent a group of people from engaging in useful activity.  

When the nobility knew no other profession than that of bearing arms, nor any other wealth than that of ... plunder and prizes won in war, the nobles who were unfit for military service found themselves condemned to a life of celibacy and poverty, and as a consequence, they dragged to the same fate an equal number of damsels of their class.  To take care of these victims of policy, an incredible heap [una increible muchedumbre] of monasteries were founded...It was necessity rather than devotion that filled them. (p. 93).

f. Jovellanos’ Liberal Solution

The passages in Jovellanos’ Informe advocating a free market in land as the solution to the agrarian problems of Spain perhaps mark the high water mark of liberal economics in imperial Spain.  Published in 1794, this was just fifteen years before the Spanish empire was to dissolve.  One of the reaons that Spain collapsed was probably the failure to abolish mortmain as Jovellanos recommended, because that failure contributed to the extreme agrarian crisis in 1803-04 with high mortality as well as scarcity (Lynch 1989).  Many have pointed to the external power politics that pressured Spain, but internal crisis also contributed to political fragility.  
With impeccable liberal logic, Jovellanos establishes that scarcity is the cause of the high price of land, and mortmain is the cause of land scarcity:

Land in Spain has reached a price that is scandalous; this price is the natural result of land’s scarcity in commerce; and this scarcity derives principally from the enormous quantity of land held in mortmain (pp. 81-82).  

The measure necessary, therefore, to bring down the price of land is the free circulation of more land: “The free circulation of land puts a just limit to the dearness of its price (p. 83).”  
The high price of land makes it quite difficult for cultivation to be profitable.  The result is that people don’t buy land in Spain with the intention of engaging in profitable cultivation, but rather as a symbol of their wealth.  These sentiments are summed up in the following passage:

When capital employed in land gives a return, investment in land is a useful and income-generating speculation, as in South America…However, when this return is reduced to the minimum possible, either nobody makes such an investment, or it is made solely as a speculation of pride and vanity, as in Spain (pp. 83-84).

Jovellanos draws out the implications of the permanent scarcity of land caused by mortmain on pages 84-85.  Given the high price of land, the first consequence is that people flee from investing in land, and invest instead in livestock (the mestá), industry, or commerce.  Secondly, nobody sells their land except in case of extreme need, given that they have no hope of getting it back again.  Thirdly, nobody buys land unless they want to tie up a part of their fortune, because no other reason can get people to buy something that costs so much and yields so little.  Fourthly, people don’t improve the land that they buy, either because they spend so much on buying the land, that they don’t have anything left over to improve it, or because in exchange for buying more land, they improve it less.  Fifthly, once land has been attained as a place to tie up one’s fortune, it follows that people try to add other land to it, and to assure passing it down to the next generation by putting it into mortmain.  The point is that the very dearness of land itself reinforces the tendency for land to be accumulated in few hands who then remove it permanently from the market.  
Jovellanos gets to the heart of the agrarian problem when he notes that the low profitability of land that costs too much to buy removes any incentive to improve it:
Since agriculture offers no benefit [utilidad], capital flees not only from property, but also from cultivation, and since work on the land is left to hands that are weak and poor, the work will be as poor and weak as they are (p. 86)

III. Historical Context

a. Grain Price Liberalization of 1765
As economic advisor to the reformist King Carlos III, Campomanes pushed through his one major transformation in the agrarian economy in 1765, the liberalization of grain prices. These had hitherto been held down during times of dearth, in compliance with the scholastic tenet never to take advantage of need.  (See Past and Present for the details)

b. The Motín de Esquilace in 1766
In contrast to the improvements that contemporaries might have expected, the year following grain price liberalization led to dramatic price increases due to grain scarcity.  This occurred although the harvest itself was about average.  There were bread riots throughout Spain, the most significant of which occurred in Madrid, putting terror into the heart of Carlos III.  Campomanes believed that the church was behind the riots.  Historians argue that this seems unlikely on a large scale, given the widespread nature of the riots, but it is probable that the church manipulated the riots to political advantage in Madrid.  

One immediate casualty was Campomanes’ campaign to end or restrict mortmain.  Even the distribution of the Regalía, just finished in 1765, was severely curtailed inside Spain.  This must have irked Campomanes a great deal, as the abolition of ecclesiastical mortmain was in many ways the second half of the liberal program.  Let us turn, then to Ricardo’s model, to examine why price liberalization was doomed to fail in the absence of land redistribution.

c. The Threat of the Inquisition

III. Spanish Anti-Clericalism Through Ricardian Eyes

As Ricardo would make explicit in his 1821 model, increased demand for agricultural output cannot cause more land to be produced (an impossibility), and so tends to push cultivation onto less fertile land.  Those holding the more fertile land are able to extract higher rents.  In Spain, this would have meant higher rents for the church as well as the aristocracy.  Ricardo used real figures to describe this, so that total output in terms of grain is held constant.  When a larger proportion of the grain harvest is handed over to the landowner as rent--given that a steady quantity must be used for the tenant farmer’s subsistence (and that of the day laborers he hires at subsistence wages)--then there will be less grain for the tenant farmer to keep as profit. 

If grain prices are rising, then the tenant ought to be able to pay the landlord the higher rent in money terms, even if the grain harvest itself is constant.  However, if rents simply increase to absorb the grain price windfall, then the middleman tenant will gain nothing by price liberalization. 
  Obviously, one solution is for the middleman to become the landowner himself.  If this miraculous transformation could be accomplished, then the tenant farmer could keep the windfall from the higher prices for the harvest.  But he can only become a landowner if those who monopolize property rights in land, in this case the church or the aristocracy, can be forced to break up their holdings and put them on the market—and indeed to flood the market in such a way that land prices would fall precipitously.  

Campomanes published his attack on ecclesiastical mortmain (the Regalía) in 1765, the same year that Carlos III liberalized grain prices at Campomanes’ urging, and Ricardo’s model enables us to see that breaking up monopoly control of land was the second half of the reform necessary to enable higher grain prices to stimulate agricultural productivity by permitting the farmers to keep the profits.      But one wonders if Jovellanos’ discussion of the lack of self-interest may also be a reference to the problem identified by Ricardo.  Given that land is a non-reproducible input to production, simply holding ownership of land in a time of rising population will lead rental income to increase.  Landowners have little incentive to increase the productivity of land since the land appreciates even with no improvement.  

Since Campomanes did not succeed at this policy goal, the agrarian sector remained troubled.  Given the spectacular growth in population throughout Europe in the 18th century, failure of agricultural productivity to keep pace would lead to scarcity, famine, and accompanying high mortality.  This is exactly what happened in .... (see Lynch for dates).  This set the stage for the second round of reformist policy proposals of which Jovellanos’ Informe was a byproduct in 1794.  

b.  Venturi on the Failure of the Concordat

Yet one must be careful with this 20/20 vision provided by hindsight.  Campomanes and Jovellanos were only groping toward a solution to the agrarian problem, and it is probably inappropriate to ascribe a complete Ricardian vision to either of them.  Campomanes in particular does not target monopoly control of land as the cause of the agrarian sector’s problems.  He targets mortmain above all for the failure of the church to pay taxes, as noted above, and he charges the church with worsening the problem by taking advantage of the troubled agricultural sector to become an even larger landowner.  It may have been the failure of the 1737 Concordat to result in real increases in taxes paid by the church that led Campomanes to target landholding by the church (Venturi 1776).  If the income earned from the land could not be taxed, then the church should not be allowed to accumulate the land.  
IV. The Utopian Dream of the Market

a. The Assumptions of Scholasticism vs. Liberalism

There is undeniable truth in Jovellanos’ argument that an economy that unleashes self-interest is likely to grow more rapidly than one that suppresses it.  And yet the benefits of that growth will be widely distributed only if the negative aspects of self-interest can be held in check, a task which Jovellanos allocates to a mechanism that seems rather weak.  (Recall the fear that his own interests would be usurped was to lead people to safeguard the interests of others).  
If prices on grain were to rise, what would prevent the rent from rising in Jovellanos’ post-mortmain world? If a landlord were to attempt to raise rent to eat up the profits permitted by the grain price increase, the farmer in Jovellanos’ liberal utopia would be able to switch to a different landlord.  It is thus the abundance of landlords that prevents the rent from rising.  No one landowner must ever be able to accumulate enough land to hold the power to raise rents.  Thus, we see that the logic of the argument not only requires the end of ecclesiastical mortmain, and of aristocratic entail, but would even work best if all inheritance were ended, and if there were laws prohibiting landowners from accumulating more than a certain percentage of land.  These become necessary because, as Ricardo (not Jovellanos) would point out, land is a non-reproducible input.  It’s not one of those items where if its own price rises (i.e., a rent increase), the market would automatically produce more of it.    

And this is the point at which Jovellanos’ liberal ideal becomes at odds with human nature, and scholasticism becomes once again relevant.  The scholastic view that setting a price (such as rent) is a moral and personal decision is entirely appropriate to a world in which market participants enter with unequal power.  If one owner (or a group of colluding owners) holds a sizable percentage of land in a region, he will be able to raise the rent if he so chooses, because there will be little alternative land for the farmer to rent instead.  Furthermore, everyone will know exactly who raised the rent.  Setting the rent is in that context a personal decision with ethical ramifications.  

b. How Grain Price Liberalization Did Play Out

c. Resaons “el Pueblo” remained loyal to the church and to the moral philosophy it espoused.  

It is not hard to see why “el Pueblo,” (perhaps best translated as the masses) remained more loyal to the church and its world view than Campomanes and Jovellanos.  To abolish ecclesiastical mortmain without abolishing aristocratic entail might well have resulted in the same high rents, but now less charity to ease the pressure.  To institute grain price liberalization without abolishing mortmain (either ecclesiastical or aristocratic) resulted only in higher rents and higher grain prices.  If mortmain and ecclesiastical entail had both been abolished at the time of the grain price liberalization (1765) quite possibly the motín de Esquilace would not have taken place in 1766 because an abundant market in land would have held down rents, leading farmers to seek profits by producing more grain, and the more grain on the market would have resulted in a lower price of grain.  But over time, some market participants would likely have built up their acreage, leading once again to unequal market power, and an excessive proportion of grain markups going to landlords, with the consequent reduction in incentive for the farmer to plant or improve.  
And from that we come to the part of these debates that still resonate in the modern period.  Economic policy that works with self-interest is always more efficient at unleashing human energies, and yet the equal market power assumed by liberalism often does not hold, so that the market does not prevent people from overcharging, or even from rigging the governmental regulations.  As a result, the populace (‘el pueblo’) remains divided in its loyalties, some advocating total market liberalism as the solution to exploitation, and others yet suspecting that unleashing the profit motive is only going to unleash the wealth-accumulation potential of those who already have the wealth. As post-soviet policy makers and California electricity consumers have discovered, price liberalization of the end product only results in lower prices for most people if the hold by a few on key inputs to production and distribution can be broken.  
� All translations are my own.


� In 1737 some of the church’s tax exemption was lifted, but this was a controversial measure which in practice may not have increased revenues to the government significantly (see Noel).  


� The regulars are friars who have taken a vow of poverty such as Franciscans, Dominicans, Benedectines, Jesuits, as distinct from secular parish priests.


� All translations my own.


� The pattern recalls the liberalization of prices in the ex-soviet union in the late 20th century.  The sudden price rise on necessities lead to rapid windfalls for those who already held powerful stakes in the society, while those who were less well off found themselves selling any assets in attempts to buy necessities.  The powerful consolidated assets further, and the incipient middle class diminished.  As in 18th century Spain, the failure of price liberalization to increase middle class incomes led post-soviet economic reformers to proposals property rights reform the necessary prerequisite for a liberalization that would benefit a wider swathe of the population.    





