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SIMON ADLER, Political Economy in the Habsburg Monarchy 1750–1774: 
The Con tribu tion of Ludwig Zinzen dorf, Pal grave Studies in the His tory 
of Finance (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), xi + 288 pp. ISBN 978 3 
030 31006 6. £99.99 (hardcover)

Count Ludwig Friedrich Julius von Zinzen dorf (1721–80) is known to 
histor ians of the Habs burg mon archy as a holder of promin ent pos
itions in the nation’s fiscal and tax adminis tration, and as a minis ter 
on Maria Ther esa’s Coun cil of State. His role as a fiscal expert—espe
cially as the presi dent of the Hof rechen kammer (the mon archy’s audit 
office, founded in 1762)—has been dis cussed in broad over view by 
Fried rich Walter, P. G. M. Dick son, Chris tine Lebeau, and most re
cently in sev eral essays in an edited volume on the ad minis trative 
his tory of the Habs burg mon archy during the early modern period.1 
How ever, his indi vidual pro file at the inter section between polit ics 
and eco nomics has so far re mained ob scure. This should not come as 
a sur prise, given that the studies listed above deal with the finan cial 
and tax pol icies of the Habs burg fiscal–military state primar ily from 
the per spective of ad minis trative his tory, to the ex clusion of re search 
into Zinzen dorf’s life and work.

This is what prompted Simon Adler to place Zinzen dorf at the 
centre of his book (which is based on a Ph.D. thesis sub mitted to the 
Uni versity of Cam bridge), and to exam ine the count’s role as an ob
server of eco nomic con ditions in France and Eng land, as a partici pant 
in eco nomic dis course, and as a fiscal and eco nomic policy maker. In 
the pro cess, Adler goes far beyond pure intel lectual history—des pite 

Trans. by Jozef van der Voort (GHIL)

1 Thomas Fellner and Heinrich Kretschmayr (eds.), Die österreichische Zentral
verwaltung, 14 vols. (Vienna, 1907–70), sect. ii, vol. i, pt. i: Fried rich Walter, 
Die Geschichte der österreichischen Zentral verwaltung in der Zeit Maria Ther
esias (1740–1780) (1938); P. G. M. Dick son, Finance and Govern ment under 
Maria Ther esia, 1740–1780, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1987); Chris tine Lebeau, Aristo
crates et grands commis à la cour de Vienne (1748–1791): Le modèle fran çais (Paris, 
1996); Michael Hoch edlinger, Petr Maťa, and Thomas Winkel bauer (eds.), 
Verwaltungs geschichte der Habsburger monarchie in der Frühen Neu zeit, vol. i: Hof 
und Dyn astie, Kaiser und Reich, Zentral verwaltungen, Kriegs wesen und landes
fürst liches Finanz wesen (Vienna, 2019).
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claim ing that his book is ‘primar ily con cerned with ideas’ (p. 7). He 
organ izes his ma terial along three the matic axes. First, he re constructs 
Zinzen dorf’s eco nomic and fiscal ana lyses and con cepts as they 
de veloped over time; second, he situ ates him in the con text of the eco
nomic ideas ad vanced by French and Brit ish authors; and third, he 
ex plores the count’s role in the dis courses of Vienna’s polit ical and 
ad minis trative elites.

Adler bases his study on a dense array of sources from mul tiple 
ar chives, in clud ing the Zinzen dorf col lection in the Nieder öster reich
isches Landes archiv, which has been system atically ana lysed here 
for the first time. De tailed para phrases of Zinzen dorf’s own writings 
demand con cen tration on the part of the reader, but offer pro found 
in sights into the think ing of a state econ omist during the eight eenth 
cen tury.

Adler’s goal is not to write Zinzendorf’s life story, but he none theless 
de scribes the count’s biog raphy in some detail. In the intro duction 
to the book, we learn that Zinzen dorf was born to a Lower Aus trian 
family that had partly turned to Prot estant ism—espe cially Piet ism—
and settled outside the Habs burg domin ions during the seven teenth 
cen tury. His parents and grand parents had found a new sphere of 
activ ity in Saxony, but main tained links with their region of origin. 
In 1739, Zinzen dorf con verted to Catholi cism in order to in herit the 
estate be queathed by the Cath olic branch of the family in Lower Aus
tria, which was held in trust. In doing so, he laid the foun dations for 
his later career as a civil ser vant under Maria Ther esa. On the level 
of family polit ics, it is inter est ing to note that Zinzen dorf’s younger 
halfbrother Karl (1739–1813) also em barked on a success ful career in 
the Vien nese court and govern ment after con vert ing to Catholi cism. 
As gov ernor of Tri este, presi dent of the Hof rechen kammer, and above 
all as the author of a unique set of diaries, he was until now the better 
known of the two brothers.2

In 1746 Zinzendorf studied law in Leip zig, before enter ing the pro
vincial govern ment of Lower Aus tria the follow ing year and be coming 
an asses sor of the court of the Estates in 1748. Of cru cial in flu ence 
2 Partial edition: Grete Klingenstein, Eva Faber, and Antonio Trampus (eds.), 
Euro päische Auf klärung zwischen Wien und Triest: Die Tage bücher des Gou ver
neurs Karl Graf Zinzen dorf 1776–1782, 4 vols. (Vienna, 2009).
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on his sub sequent career were the links he estab lished in 1749 with 
Count Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz, who was ap pointed ambas sador 
to Paris in 1750. The am bitious Zinzen dorf, who had a keen inter
est in eco nomic matters, became a privil eged member of Kaunitz’s 
entou rage—a circle of associ ates that was grad ually ex panded by the 
equally am bitious ambas sador, who in 1753 became state chan cellor 
and played a cen tral role in guiding Habs burg policy for almost four 
decades. A clientel istic relation ship de veloped be tween the two men 
that lasted for decades, to the bene fit of both sides.

Chapter two de scribes how Zinzen dorf’s in clusion in the dele
gation to Paris gave him the opportun ity to travel, espe cially through 
Brit tany. There he gathered infor mation about the French East India 
Com pany and the navy, which he re corded in memo randa. In an other 
de tailed memo randum he exam ined the links be tween the size of 
France’s popu lation, the state of its agri culture, and its trade activ ity 
in light of the coun try’s monet ary circu lation, which was itself con
nected to state credit. Thanks to these in quiries, Zinzen dorf made a 
name for him self among Vien nese of ficials, and the study of inter
actions between differ ent eco nomic factors became his core inter est. 
He also con ducted re search with direct prac tical appli cations, seek ing 
to under stand the origins of state power and prosper ity in order to 
accur ately rank the vari ous Euro pean nations. To this end, he also 
travel led to Eng land. Zinzen dorf’s studies thus form part of the histor
ical back ground to the Diplo matic Revo lution of 1756.

In chapters three and four, Adler shows that Zinzen dorf’s memo
randa of the 1750s and 1760s should be situ ated in a disciplin ary field 
in habited by count less authors. Zinzen dorf had de tailed know ledge of 
eco nomic debates in France through the writings of figures such as Jean
François Melon, who was in turn in flu enced by Brit ish writers. Jacques 
Vincent de Gournay, an intend ant in the French Bureau of Com merce, 
con ducted studies with a broad empir ical basis that set out the eco
nomic con ditions in France and the Habs burg domain, and em phasized 
the import ance of the circu lation of money through the econ omy. De 
Gournay applied the same methods as Zinzen dorf and pro duced simi
lar find ings, and both authors made use of a Europewide net work of 
inform ants and sup pliers of data. Zinzen dorf’s trans lations of writings 
on fiscal and trade policy should also be con sidered in this con text. Of 
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these texts, which Zinzen dorf began work ing on while he was still a stu
dent, the most import ant was his trans lation of John Law’s in fluen tial 
1705 treatise Money and Trade Con sidered, which was pub lished in 1758 
under the title Gedanken vom Gelde und von der Hand lung. Adler demon
strates in detail that Zinzen dorf ex tended Law’s thoughts on paper 
money and banks by adding inter textual refer ences to other authors, 
insert ing add itional text, and so on. Here once again, the signifi cance of 
the circu lation of know ledge is re vealed through textual analysis.

By engaging with French and British authors and by adopt ing best 
prac tices from other coun tries, Zinzen dorf raised the bar for eco nomic 
dis cussions be tween ex perts in Vienna, as we see in chap ter five. It is 
there fore only nat ural that he looked to the Bank of Eng land when his 
thoughts turned to the establish ment of an effect ive state bank—one 
that would regu late the flow of money and above all act as a lender 
in order to sup port all sectors of the econ omy and in crease prosper
ity. At times of war, it became import ant for the public finances to be 
ad ministered on a basis of trust and trans parency in order to keep the 
state budget ad equately sup plied with money.

In the sixth and most wideranging chapter, Adler assesses Zinzen
dorf’s pos ition in con tem porary polit ical and eco nomic dis course and 
in the appar atus of govern ment in Vienna. Zinzen dorf was an empir ical 
econ omist focused on solv ing prac tical prob lems, and he de veloped 
his ideas through con ver sation, corres pond ence, read ing widely, and 
under taking re search trips. As a govern ment of ficial, how ever, he 
also had in formal access to Maria Ther esa and her hus band Francis I, 
to whom he was a close ad viser. The latter in par ticu lar was very 
inter ested in eco nomic ques tions. Zinzen dorf was con vinced that tried
andtested con cepts drawn mainly from Eng land and France should be 
applied to the Habs burg mon archy. He played an espe cially import ant 
role during war time, stand ing at the centre of a di verse array of pro
jects and pro posals for fiscal and eco nomic reform that were drawn up 
by both of ficials and pri vate citi zens. He dis cussed eco nomic prob lems 
in circles con sist ing mainly of noble function aries occupy ing promin ent 
posts in the appar atus of state, many of whom had clientel istic re lations 
with the state chan cellor Kaunitz.

When it came to the reform of fiscal in sti tutions, Zinzen dorf had a 
de cisive in flu ence on the chan cellor. His goal was to estab lish public 
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bodies in Vienna that would have de tailed know ledge of finan cial 
flows and would be able to exert regu latory control, and Zinzen dorf 
came closer to achiev ing it as presi dent of the Hof rechen kammer. The 
idea was for these bodies to moni tor the cen tral fiscal ad minis tration, 
super vise the ac counts of the pro vincial Estates, and play a pri mary 
role in over see ing the na tional budget. How ever, at a time when the 
appar atus of state was under go ing con stant reform, the Hof rechen
kammer proved shortlived—partly be cause of its over extended 
remit, but also due to con flicts over its area of author ity and dis putes 
between indi vidual of ficials. In 1773 it was placed under the con trol 
of the Hof kammer (the Habs burg treas ury), and Zinzen dorf was dis
missed from his role as presi dent and ex cluded from polit ical life.

Adler demonstrates that Zinzendorf’s polit ical and eco nomic 
thought was primar ily focused on the state. It there fore stands to 
reason that his eco nomic ideas circu lated in the domain of govern
ment, or in other words, among the ad minis trative elites. There was 
no crit ical public sphere to speak of in the Habs burg mon archy beyond 
the dis course be tween state of ficials. At the same time, Zinzen dorf 
under scored the import ance of eco nomic factors in polit ical decision
making. He not only sought to solve urgent finan cial prob lems, but 
also be lieved that a strong econ omy with a healthy credit and bank ing 
system was the basis of state power. Zinzen dorf’s eco nomic ana lyses 
and ideas led him to deeper in sights than had been achieved by Hein
rich Gott lob von Justi or Joseph von Sonnen fels. Al though Justi’s and 
Sonnen fels’s cameral ist doc trines were taught to future civil ser vants 
at uni versities, the ideas circu lating within the govern ment itself 
stemmed from Zinzen dorf.

Simon Adler’s rigorously struc tured book (in clud ing an index) 
ex pands our know ledge of the eight eenth cen tury consider ably. 
Zinzen dorf clearly emerges as an eco nomic thinker oper ating be tween 
theory and prac tice, as a net worker and active follower of Euro pean 
dis course, and as part of the ad minis trative elite under Maria Ther esa. 
Adler does not deal in general izations or ab stract con cepts; his pre
ferred method is to de scribe events with close refer ence to the sources, 
and to categor ize and inter pret strictly on the basis of empir ical find
ings. As a result, his study pro duces substan tial in sights that are 
rele vant to a number of differ ent fields—not just eco nomic his tory, 
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but also intel lectual and ad minis trative his tory, as well as the his tory 
of the fiscal–military state. Adler’s book there fore de serves a wider 
reader ship than just histor ians of the Habs burg mon archy.
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