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Foreword: Of Empire and
Political Economy
Richard Drayton

In the formative period for political economy, Europeans mainly under-
stood ‘empire’ as government and the activity of the state.! It was only
in the application of arguments about the reason of state to territorial
expansion, colonies, and trade that ‘empire’ came to mean overseas
possessions and the spaces beyond Europe.? ‘Political economy’ itself
emerged in discussions of how government, and in particular monarchs,
should intervene in economic and social life. Xenephon’s Oeconomicus,
an ancient dialogue about the management of the household (‘oikos’
in Greek), was applied, as in Sully’s Oeconomies Royales (1572-1593), to
a discussion of how the resources and activity of the kingdom should
be regulated. By 1615, the phrase itself first surfaces in Antoine de
Montchrétien’s Traicté de 1'Oeconomie Politique (1615), where an argu-
ment dedicated to the king and queen urging ‘the growth of [their]
empire in power and glory’ explained that ‘all society, to speak gener-
ally, is composed of government and commerce’.?

To this extent, ‘political economy’ was always about ‘empire’. In 1615
both categories referred to ideas about what was prudent for particular
European polities, even to ‘techniques of secretive statecraft’.* A century
later, however, a very different idea of ‘political economy’ began to
emerge which its advocates understood to be ‘philosophical’ or scien-
tific, which was public, and which was based on a theory of the world.
The physiocrats, to whom we owe the modern idea of economics, chose
to call themselves ‘economistes’ because they wished to identify them-
selves with the regalist reform programme of the arbitristas of the era of
Sully and Richelieu. But they believed, if we address them as a group, that
economic life might be governed through laws that could be discovered
in nature itself, applied in every nation, and which encompassed produc-
tion, exchange, and consumption across the world. In Adam Smith’s
Wealth of Nations (1776), we may see the culminating expression of this
idea of a global vision of economic life ordered in the universal interest.

Political economy, which had begun as a discussion of policy partic-
ular to European kingdoms, by Smith’s age had become a theory of

vii
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international society for which the question of empire, in our sense of
overseas possessions, was central. It is this shift, across the span of the
early modern period, which is at the centre of The Political Economy of
Empire. This collection of essays shows, first, how economic government
became a trans-European ‘science’, both as ideas and texts which moved
around Europe, and as doctrines and governmental practices indigenised
in national contexts. Second, it explores how political economy became a
global ‘science’, as it responded to problems thrown up by European over-
seas trade and conquest (by ‘empire’ in our modern sense of the word).

The success of this edited collection lies in how it weaves key strands
of this transition of political economy from a kind of magic of monar-
chical statecraft to a rational and public ideology of cosmopolitan
society. Hartman and Weststeijn (pp. 11-31) examine how Pieter de la
Court (1618-1685), a figure closer to Montchrétien than Smith, received
Italian and French ideas of economic ragione di stato and applied them
to the Netherlands’ commercial and imperial predicament. Roge’s physi-
ocrats (pp. 32-52), on the other hand, two generations later, saw France
as a global nation to be remade after the humiliations of 1763 on the
natural commercial conversation of temperate metropole and tropical
colonies. Hopkins (pp. 53-75) shows how critical a theory of the colony
within global exchange was for Adam Smith. Paquette (pp. 76-104) exam-
ines how Spanish and Portuguese intellectuals applied British political
economy first to the reform of the Iberian overseas empires, and ultimately
to programmes for sovereign states in Latin America. Reinert (pp. 105-28)
offers a dazzling portrait of how economic ideas moved across Europe
through translation, so constituting a common terrain of theory and
practice. Parkinson (pp. 131-46) looks at the complex impact which the
birth of a modern capital market in England had on making imperial
Britain, at once providing the sinews of war and providing a means for
European migrants to be integrated into the nation. Levenson (pp. 147-72)
focuses on the problem of the surface of contact between emerging European
ideas of market norms and the indigenous gift economy of colonial North
America. Lees (pp. 173-91) provides a study of how the East India Company
emerged as a classic ‘military-fiscal’ state. Finally, Mandelblatt (pp. 192-220),
in an essay which echoes Rage’s, maps how colonial economic realities, in
the form of the constraints of the food provisioning networks of the French
Atlantic, imposed themselves on political economic doctrine.

No other study before this has so explicitly and comparatively
explored the interactions of the new political economy and
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Europe’s new overseas interests. It is startling to notice that historians of
European economic ideas rarely address the impact of European expan-
sion on them. For empire, in our modern sense, was clearly fundamental
to the rise of the new science.

At the centre of these new doctrines, after all, lay the problem of
how the European economy after 1492 was turned upside down by
the dramatic increase in the supply of gold, silver, and trade. The new
liquidity of exchange and its partner price inflation, the rise of new exter-
nally directed domestic economic interests, and the impact on European
peace and security of overseas wealth and interests all propelled increas-
ingly complex and interwoven debates about the regulation of the
economy during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.’

These doctrines, furthermore, were needed by a European political order
in which ultramarine wealth sustained the growth of the apparatus of the
state and of its ambitions, whether ‘absolutist’ or republican, in Spain,
France, Holland, and England. Economic life provided at once a critical
resource for political power and a theatre in which an aggrandised royal,
ecclesiastical, or republican power might seek to demonstrate its efficiency,
even through the militant expression of theological commitment.

Connected to the new economies and politics of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries arose permanent competition and war. It may
be argued that three key waves of militarised European crises — one
ca. 1580-1600s, another ca. 1618-1690s, and the third ca. 1740-1780s —
propelled the three most important transitions in the rise of modern
political economy. The conflicts of the 1580s and 1590s, which pitted
the Counter-Reformation Habsburg ‘monarchia catholica’, that is to say
the unified global state of Spain, Portugal and its dependencies in the
Americas and Asia, against Holland, France, and England, engendered
both a family of debates across Europe about ‘commercial reason of
state’, the terrain of Sully’s Oeconomies Royales, and theories of competi-
tive colonial and commercial expansion. Out of the Thirty Years’” War
(1618-1648) came a new urgency for the raising of revenue and for state
action in economic life represented in Cameralist projects for German
princes to increase the wealth of their nation, and in a broader spectrum
of doctrines about the government of trade, ranging from Colbertism
on the one hand, and the mercantilist systems of England and France,
to the flirtations with liberalising trade of Petty and Fourbonnais on the
other. Lastly the combined impact of the connected War of the Austrian
Succession, Seven Years’ War, and War of the American Revolution, felt
across Europe as a burden of public debt, gave prestige to a further wave
of both dirigiste visions of Crown intervention in economic life, and to
circulationist doctrines of liberalised trade.
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Finally, this new global European economic and political order meant
more exchange, and not just more competition, between states. Perhaps
even under the pressure of competition, and attracted by the actual
and potential riches of a wider world, the early modern period saw
unprecedented intellectual mobility, collaboration, and convergence.
This trans-European intellectual response to the world found expres-
sion in what historians, at different moments, refer to as the Scientific
Revolution and the ‘Republic of Letters’. Theories of government and
the world were now open to international debate and reconsideration,
with the soundness of a principle to be found, like a sound coin, in
its accepted value when in circulation across national boundaries.5 If
we are increasingly learning how Newtonian science depended upon
opportunities for observation and measurement opened up by European
commerce and overseas empire, so reciprocally, economic thought, in
the hands of Quesnay and Smith, modelled itself on natural philosophy,
claiming laws founded upon nature, universally applicable and subject
to universal criticism, free of mere custom and tradition. Political
economy, in its mature form, was both a means and a product of cosmo-
politan exchange, a new global kind of reason.

hy was such a collection not previously attempted? One expla-

nation lies, of course, in that way of seeing which assumed that
European political economy might be understood through studying
intra-European phenomena. But it is also true that the national focus of
FEuropean historiography, where both the domestic and colonial histo-
ries of Spain, Holland, or England were examined in separate compart-
ments, also inhibited a comparative perspective. The Political Economy
of Empire points suggestively toward how new trans-European research
programmes might open up new lines of sight into the shared intel-
lectual, institutional, and imperial history of Europe. It might even be
the foundation for a future masterwork on how, from Suarez to Keynes,
overseas empires shaped economic thought.

Notes
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Introduction: The Political
Economy of Empire
Sophus A. Reinert and Pernille Rgge

‘Commerce’, the archbishop of Aix, de Boisgelin, wrote in a 1785
commentary on Montesquieu, ‘seems to have a propensity to create
one single empire of all empires, one single people of all peoples, to
found one single, immortal nation which has no other name but that
of mankind’.! More than two centuries later, we like to think that
commerce is indeed a uniting force between peoples, creating if not
an ‘immortal nation’ called ‘mankind’, at least a ‘global community’.
Trade, we assume, is the antithesis of warfare; it creates prosperity for all
parties involved, rendering conflict impossible, polities more stable, and
governments largely redundant. On the one hand there is the discord of
empires; on the other there is peaceful commerce — warfare is the tool of
the former, political economy that of the latter.

In the early modern period, political economy was in effect seen by
many as an antidote to the evils of imperialism, an alternative to empire
and its bloody collaterals which had so grimly tinted the age. As one
journal optimistically summarised this new discipline in the wake of
the costly and destructive Seven Years’ War, ‘political economy’ was a
‘science’ allowing one to ‘increase the greatness, power, and wealth of the
Nation, without at the same time aiming to enlarge the borders of what one
possesses’.2 Ideally, political economy allowed for competition and great-
ness by more peaceful means.?

History, however, reminded others that the relationship between
trade and empire often was less black and white, and more a subtle
chiaroscuro. From the Italian city-states of the Renaissance, through the
Dutch Golden Age to the rise of the British Empire, trade had worked
wonders, but most often through conscious policies and seldom, if ever,
without bloodshed. One of the continent’s most experienced practical
imperialists, the Dutch officer of the East India Company and twice
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governor-general of the East Indies Jan Pieterszoon Coen, had his finger
on the pulse of a widespread economic culture when he explained to
the governing body of the Netherlands that ‘one cannot do commerce
without war, nor war without commerce’, for similar statements were
legion across Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.*
Contrary to what is often assumed, the idea that trade could also be a
means of coercion in international relations was in fact clearly articu-
lated in the mainstream of early modern political economy by some of
its most celebrated practitioners.> As one professor of political economy
warned in 1781, aggressive export strategies had bestowed upon Britain
‘dominion’ even where it sent no troops, ‘a different kind of Empire’.
So though there was a tradition of thought emphasising the incompat-
ibility of trade and war, there was also a parallel tradition that conceived
of trade, and thus liberty and national security, as competitive rather
than collaborative. In practice, the case is even clearer. England and later
Britain rose to prominence in the eighteenth century through the vigi-
lance of the Royal Navy, and its factories were protected by some of the
most prohibitive tariffs in European history well into the nineteenth
century. Military and economic power were not opposites as Britannia
came to rule the waves; they were part and parcel of her imperial project,
to which Adam Smith’s memorable praise of the draconian Navigation
Acts testifies.” There certainly existed a political economy of internal
development, based on the idea that territorial policies, improving tech-
nologies of cultivation and production, and policing could bring about
worldly melioration in a peaceful manner, but the limits and possibilities
of the discipline could also be conceptualised very differently. The same
insights into the benefits of administering possessions and dominions
could validate imperial expansion and global competition for resources.
Empire and political economy were not necessarily counteracting in the
early modern world; they could also function in tremendous synergy.
‘She who commands the Commerce, commands the Wealth’, Thomas
Brooke Clarke thus concluded in 1799, ‘and she who commands the
Wealth of the World, must command the World itself’.? As European
powers sought to embrace the globe in the early modern period, the
acquisition of their empires was inexorably intertwined with the
acquisition of profits, and the two were seldom discussed in isolation.
It is therefore not surprising that the political economy of empire is
a growing theme in contemporary imperial and intellectual historiog-
raphy.? Taking cues from neighbouring fields like Atlantic history and
the history of globalisation, not to mention the history of economic
thought, historians of early modern and modern Europe have become
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increasingly interested in tying together the categories ‘empire’ and
‘political economy’ in order to reflect upon Europe’s confrontation with
its mounting world dominance and the dynamic relationship between
intellectual history and the unfolding cultural, military, and economic
history of global trade and conquest. In this context, the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries have proven to be particularly fruitful periods
for analysis. Not only did they witness the rise of political economy as a
discipline and a concomitant acceleration of European imperial expan-
sion overseas, but they also form an intriguing backdrop against which
the simultaneously introvert and extrovert nature of early modern
Europe can be considered and through which the origins and conse-
quences of imperialism can be ascertained.

The Political Economy of Empire in the Early Modern World takes this
important historical moment as its subject as well as its point of depar-
ture. Inspired by monographs and comparative studies already published
on the political economy of empire, it aims to open the field to its larger
European and extra-European context. Though many of the contribu-
tions to our volume focus on the political economy of Europe’s Atlantic
empires — both theoretically and practically - these are enriched and
made more trenchant by being put in a comparative global context.
This both clarifies the unique and salient characteristics of western
expansion and makes it historically intelligible as part of a larger impe-
rial imagination of political and economic possibilities, in the metro-
politan centres as well as in their colonial peripheries. Originating in
a conference organised under the auspices of the Faculty of History at
the University of Cambridge and the Centre for History and Economics
at King'’s College, Cambridge, this collection of essays treats the diverse
range of theoretical and practical manifestations of the science of polit-
ical economy in and among the five largest European imperial powers:
Spain, Portugal, France, England and Holland. While the volume does
not claim to encompass all the possible horizons and perspectives
inherent in the subject matter, and indeed a comprehensive treatment
is not conceivable in a single volume, the multifaceted representa-
tion of its topic and its embodied dialectic between theory and prac-
tice do weave together a coherent picture of the political economy of
empire in the early modern world and identify certain recurring themes
and problems.

The organisation of the book, divided in two parts, is thematic. Part I
groups together five contributions that predominantly treat intellectual
developments and debates over empire in Europe, but also demonstrate
the multidirectional influences between imperial centres and peripheries.
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The essays in this section, entitled ‘“Theorising the Early Modern Empire’,
are arranged chronologically, starting with Jan Hartman and Arthur
Weststeijn’s on Pieter de la Court’s (1618-16835) critique of the Dutch
East India Company and the possibilities of imperial expansion eastward
and northward as a means of resisting the rise of England. Their study
is followed by Pernille Rage’s examination of the physiocratic vision of
colonial France after the Seven Years’ War and this school’s attempt to
reconceptualise ‘colonies’ in the West Indies as ‘overseas provinces’ of
the French agricultural kingdom. Shifting from continental to Scottish
political economy, Tom Hopkins reinterprets the role played by colonies
and formal empires in Adam Smith’s political economy. The fourth and
fifth chapters change perspective from the prosopographic and mono-
graphic to the comparative. Gabriel Paquette surveys the impact of
British political economy on Spanish and Portuguese’s colonial reform
(1740-1810), highlighting the theoretical tensions resulting from the
transfer of economic knowledge from core to periphery as colonies
became sovereign states. Sophus A. Reinert concludes the section with
a quantitative analysis of economic translations in Europe (1500-1849)
that gauges the way in which international economic competition trig-
gered imperial emulation of politico-economic theory and practice.
Together, the five chapters illustrate how European powers faced very
similar concerns and anxieties regarding their empires and greeted polit-
ical economy as a possible solution to the many financial and political
disputes the management of empire entailed.

Part II shifts the focus from theoretical to practical aspects of empire
and, with the exception of Giles Parkinson, from metropolitan centres
to colonial peripheries. Entitled ‘Imperial Experiences’, part II opens
with Giles Parkinson’s study on the role of the stock market in financing
Britain’s imperial wars against France, and how successful imperial
expansion overseas can be seen to have solidified national sentiments
in the metropolis and provided an oriflamme around which immigrant
interests could consolidate their adoptive identities. Claire S. Levenson'’s
contribution relocates to the Americas with a study of the economic
encounter between the Yamacraw Indians and the British in Georgia
Low Country, problematising the relations between different cultures
of exchange: indigenous gift-giving and the European market principle.
James Lees turns eastward again in his survey on practices of military-
fiscalism in the East India Company, and particularly so on the relation-
ship between fiscal measures and the success and consequence of the
colonial economy of violence. Bertie Mandelblatt ends part II with a
study on food provisioning in the French Caribbean world. Drawing
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attention to the movement of material commodities among colonial
and intercolonial networks of exchange rather than between colony
and metropolis, the study offers an alternative mapping of mercantile
networks in the French Atlantic.

Together, the two parts of this volume begin to address the ever-
vexing and dynamic relationship between theory and practice in early
modern political economy. Much as the real linkages between science
and industry defy the transparency too often allotted them, so the rela-
tionship between early modern economic ideas, policies, and real-world
consequences remains elusive and can perhaps never be resolved in a
generalisable manner. The imperial encounter with political economy
was in other words neither uniform across political, economic, cultural,
and religious constellations nor static across time. Yet the essays here
do justify the drawing of some larger conclusions, both historical and
historiographical.

First of all, they all highlight the imperative importance of advancing
the international and comparative dimensions of early modern history,
not merely in terms of considering imperial cores and peripheries
but also the dynamic relationships between polities, empires and the
liminal lands between them. Whether statesmen, theorists, or prac-
titioners, Native Americans, Indian peasants, or small-scale British
investors, this volume’s protagonists kept at least one eye perpetually
across the horizon, whether their intentions were to understand, resist,
reform, conquer, or emulate the proverbial ‘other’. Many of the essays
in the volume in effect place particular importance on the role played
by emulation at the time, on the myriads of ways in which theories
and practices were received, mediated, and implemented across time,
borders, and languages in the early modern world — from the recep-
tion of Italian reason of state in Holland to the engagement with British
imperial policies in the Luso-Hispanic dominions and the changing
patterns of economic translations in the very long eighteenth century.
Emulation, this book suggests, is a crucial cypher for making sense of the
enormous changes taking place in the European world during its first
period of globalisation.

Secondly, essays from the book’s two parts highlight the importance
of considering intellectual and material histories together, analysing the
same problematic — in this case regarding the theories and practices of
physiocratic imperialism in the wake of the Seven Years’ War — from
disparate but mutually illuminating angles. Similarly, gift-giving diplo-
macy in seventeenth-century Georgia, Adam Smith'’s theory of coloni-
alism, and tax violence in eighteenth-century British India were facets
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of the same imperial prism, disparate yet related aspects of the same
vast historical phenomenon. As such, the essays here collected demon-
strate the historiographical value of considering the history of political
economy, one of the currently fastest growing and most innovative
subfields of the historical profession, in a holistic fashion. The contribu-
tions collected in this volume address, with undeniable pertinence for
the struggles of later periods, the moral and military ambiguity of profits
and power as well as the often jealous interactions between different
solutions to the problem of empire, whether theoretical or practical.
By synthesising economic, intellectual, and cultural historiographies,
The Political Economy of Empire in the Early Modern World lays a mosaic
of imperial theories and practices contributing to the creation of the
modern world.

David Hume understood that a revolution took place in human
affairs once ‘trade’ became an ‘affair of state’.!® Success in the inter-
national economy had become an existential concern, and to many
eighteenth-century observers it seemed obvious that ‘commerce’ had
come not only to influence but to ‘decide’ the ‘superiority of one nation
over another’.!! We are still struggling with the aftershocks of this revo-
lution and with the exigencies it continues to present for the global
economy. Together, the essays in this volume present a prolonged medi-
tation on the origins and nature of this moment in world history, on the
ways in which trade curtailed and reinforced dominion, and ultimately
on the dynamic relationship between empire and political economy in
a globalising world.
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An Empire of Trade: Commercial
Reason of State in Seventeenth-
Century Holland

Jan Hartman and Arthur Weststeijn

In his reinterpretation of 1688 as the ‘first modern revolution’, Steve
Pincus argues that England’s revolutionary epoch of the 1690s involved
a significant change in the way people thought about the relation
between politics and economics.! The ‘new political economy’, which
rose to prominence in public discourse and state policy, held that wealth
and power were based on manufacture instead of agriculture, on labour
instead of land. Its underlying principle was that property was man-
made and t-hus infinite instead of flowing from (finite) natural resources.
This changing vision of political economy culminated in the financial
policies of king-stadholder William III, such as the establishment of the
Bank of England in 1694. Pincus shows that opponents of William III
in the 1690s were prone to dismiss these novel policies as coming from
Holland.? Was this a cheap polemic trick of guilt by association with
the alien interest of Britain’s natural enemy? Or was the ‘new political
economy’ really a Dutch import?

To answer these questions, we first need to establish what the domi-
nant ideas on politics and economics were during the period in which
young William III (1650-1702) grew up in Holland. Recent scholar-
ship, in particular by Erik Reinert and Jacob Soll, has laid some of
the groundwork for this task by highlighting the international signifi-
cance of seventeenth-century Dutch economic theory and prac-
tice, explicitly couched by Soll as ‘the rise of political economy’.?
According to Soll, a crucial role in this process should be ascribed to
Pieter de la Court’s Interest van Holland, an influential political treatise,
first published in 1662, that had a large impact on foreign percep-
tions of Dutch mercantile success.* De la Court’s work is particularly

11
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important in the context of European commercial emulation, or ‘jeal-
ousy of trade’, a leitmotif of the age that has been adopted by Istvan
Hont to describe the gradual development of a Machiavellian theory of
international trade at the end of the seventeenth century.® Yet surpris-
ingly Hont has paid very little attention to Dutch theorising about
politics and commerce, even though the Netherlands were the prin-
cipal object of much of the jealousy in question. To mention just one
example, Josiah Child stressed in 1668 that the ‘prodigious increase
of the Netherlands in their domestick and foreign Trade, Riches, and
multitude of Shipping, is the envy of the present, and may be the
wonder of all future Generations’.® The Dutch themselves shared this
assumption. A pamphleteer argued in 1661 that Dutch primacy in
world trade, ‘the Soul and the life of the Netherlands’, had caused it to
be that ‘several Nations have become jealous, especially the English,
who cannot bear the prosperity of the Dutch’.”

In this chapter we aim to uncover this Dutch theorising about
commerce as the pivot of international competition, focusing on the
work of de la Court in the context of the development of reason of
state theory throughout Europe. De la Court’s case, we argue, shows that
the term ‘political economy’ does not adequately describe seventeenth-
century Dutch thought about politics and economics, which involved
a distinctive application of conventional ‘reason of state’ to a seaborne,
mercantile polity. As an alternative to ‘political economy’, therefore, we
propose the concept of ‘commercial reason of state’ as a more useful
term to understand the context and development of Holland’s ‘jealousy
of trade’ in the early-modern period.®

The rise of commercial reason of state

When William IIT came of age in the Dutch Republic, Pieter de la Court
ranked among the most important Dutch theorists on the relation
between politics and economics. De la Court was born in 1618 as the
eldest son of a Walloon immigrant family in Leiden. Educated at Leiden
University during the 1640s, he and his younger brother Johan, born
in 1622, became successful entrepreneurs in Leiden’s textile industry,
which was by then the largest in Europe and employed more than
half of the town’s population.’ The combined scholarly and economic
background of the brothers de la Court resulted in their large oeuvre
of political treatises which critically commented upon the remarkable
‘Golden Age’ of Dutch primacy in world trade. The initiative for this



An Empire of Trade 13

intellectual enterprise had come from Johan de la Court, yet after his
premature death in 1660, Pieter took over the project, adapted his
brother’s work and published a range of treatises until his own death
in 1685.1° All in all, the brothers’ common oeuvre, which merged a
radical critique of all forms of monarchy with a groundbreaking study
of the origins of Dutch prosperity, was highly contested and debated
throughout the Dutch Republic - and it remained influential far
beyond the country’s borders.

The very first treatise of the brothers de la Court comprised a compre-
hensive analysis of the economic and political situation in their home-
town of Leiden. Dedicated to the local magistrate Johannes Eleman,
Pieter de la Court’s brother-in-law, the treatise offered a critical assess-
ment of the policies of the municipal government, which according to
the de la Courts fundamentally obstructed the economic, religious and
political liberties of Leiden’s citizens.!! This treatise, which circulated in
manuscript and would not be published during the brothers’ lifetime,
formed the foundation of a general theory of a commercial republic
that was developed in their subsequent works and applied to the case
of Holland at large in the 1662 Interest van Holland. Significantly, the
de la Courts started their treatise on Leiden with the explicit state-
ment that the politics of their hometown should be conceived ‘sopra
la raggion di Stato’ (on the basis of reason of state).!? From the outset,
they thus positioned themselves in the tradition of reason of state:
an intellectual current comprising a heterogeneous array of political
treatises which, from the end of the sixteenth century onward, flooded
the Furopean markets with intricate accounts of how to preserve and
enlarge a dominion according to the notorious adage ‘necessity has no
law’.13 What exactly was the sort of reason of state that the de la Courts
adhered to?

One of the first and foremost contributions to the reason of state tradi-
tion was Giovanni Botero’s Della ragion di stato, first published in 1589.
Writing in the large shadow of Machiavelli, Botero (ca. 1544-1617)
chiefly argued that princes should promote the grandezza (greatness)
of their ‘state’ (defined as ‘a firm dominion over peoples’) through the
expansion of territory, population and, in particular, wealth. Reason
of state, then, entailed a practical framework to achieve such great-
ness, offering princes ‘the knowledge of the means of establishing,
preserving and enlarging a Dominion’.!* In its opening passages,
Botero’s work revealed to be deeply indebted to the Machiavellian
obsession of how to establish and pursue such a durable empire that
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would not be consumed by external violence and envy or internal
corruption.!® Yet unlike Machiavelli, Botero did not propose repub-
lican Rome as a paragon of greatness, but rather middle-sized polities
such as Sparta or Venice — examples repudiated by Machiavelli.'® More
importantly, Botero duly emphasised the mercantile over the military
means of attaining greatness, substituting a predominantly economic
approach to politics for Machiavelli’s praise of militant virtii. He devel-
oped this economic approach further in the treatise Delle cause della
grandezza delle citta, which was regularly appended to Della ragion di
stato. This work entailed a reason of state of cities, yet still with a focus
on the central role of a prince and his urban residence. Significantly,
Botero referred in this context in particular to the example of the
‘Cities of Flanders’ and their economic achievements. Some of these
cities, and here Botero mentioned Antwerp and Amsterdam, were
indeed ‘almost the masters of merchandize and trade because of their
convenient location for many nations, to which they serve as ware-
house and entrepdt’.!” Botero thus stressed the structural geographic
causes behind the enviable mercantile success of the Netherlands, but
he also favourably discussed the concrete policies that engendered
Dutch prosperity, in particular ‘the frankness of taxes’.!® In short,
Botero implicitly taught that the Dutch model of commercial great-
ness should not only be envied, but also imitated.

An important follower of Botero’s economic approach to reason of
state who clearly understood this lesson was Sir Walter Raleigh (ca.
1552-1618).%° In his Observations Touching Trade and Commerce with the
Hollander and Other Nations, written around 1618 but only published
in 1653, Raleigh adopted Botero’s envious praise of the Dutch mercan-
tile model, which so patently outshone its competitor across the
North Sea. How could it be, Raleigh wondered, that Holland had no
natural resources but was still able to build more and cheaper ships
than England or Spain? How could Holland be a supplier of grain to
many European countries if the country mostly consisted of pastures?
Raleigh postulated as the main reason for this commercial success the
fact that in Holland ‘the liberty of free Traffick for Strangers to buy
and sell...maketh great intercourse’. The low duties levied on existing
trades and the free customs for new trades attracted many foreign
merchants to Holland, thus enlarging the country’s population and
wealth. Moreover, Dutch fishing at the coasts of England guaranteed a
continuous source of income, while the transportation and storage of
other countries’ commodities enabled the Dutch to sell corn in times
of scarcity and thereby make tremendous profits.?° Like Botero, Raleigh
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thus argued that the Dutch commercial success was primarily due to
low taxation and staple market function, and again like Botero, he
also stressed that these achievements could easily be imitated. Having
‘undergone the pains to look into their Policies’, Raleigh pointed out to
James I that England was located conveniently enough to take the place
of Holland as a storehouse and transporting country for other parts of
Europe.?! The Dutch might have had a head start, but Raleigh claimed
that the English would sooner or later outdo them — a warning that de
la Court was clearly aware of, given his explicit reference to Raleigh’s
Observations in the Interest van Holland.

While Botero and Raleigh primarily discussed the economic policies
that underlay Dutch commercial primacy, another important represent-
ative of the reason of state tradition, the Italian satirist Traiano Boccalini
(1556-1613), argued that the Dutch success was predominantly due to
its republican constitution. In his Ragguagli di Parnasso (1612-1613),
Boccalini tells of a fictional gathering of Europe’s potentates. They are
disturbed by the popping up of many republics among the Germanic
peoples (the Swiss, Grisons and Bernese), and especially those of the
Hollanders and Zeelanders in the Low Countries. The potentates
pleaded that from the world’s beginning to that day, monarchy was the
most praised and preferred form of government, and monarchies had
ever been victorious against republics, their natural enemies. History
showed that aristocratic, democratic and mixed republics degenerated,
after which these governments would soon be subjected to the rule
of a single man. The demise of Rome was a certain fate for all repub-
lics, even mixed ones. Now, however, the potentates noticed that the
Swiss — skilled watchmakers — had invented ‘subtle and acute artifices’
to safeguard eternal liberty. These successful institutions in turn threat-
ened monarchies with extinction.?? If the neighbouring monarchs did
not extinguish the small seed of Swiss liberty, revolution might spread
throughout Europe, because ‘the least spark, if neglected, can easily
cause great fires’.?3

With this imaginative tale of international competition between
princes and republics, Boccalini clearly followed in the footsteps of
Machiavelli’s famous analysis of the superiority of free states over
monarchies.?* However, Boccalini departed from Machiavelli’s path
when he claimed that the most important precept of the Germanic
peoples was not to desire military conquest or offensive warfare, for
this had been, pace Machiavelli, the cause of the demise of Rome.
Boccalini explained that the Germanic peoples remained at peace with
their neighbours and searched the conservation of their own liberty
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rather than the appropriation of the liberty of others. This also gave
them military prowess, for ‘each man who defends his liberty has
twenty hands and as many hearts’.25 The outstanding example of this
was given by the military strength of the insuperable Hollanders and
Zeelanders. They had miraculously defended themselves against the
mighty open force of Spain and the clever intrigues of the French, the
English and William I of Orange — who was not seen by Boccalini as a
liberator of the Low Countries, but as someone who secretly aspired to
become sovereign.

Boccalini’s propagation of a peaceful commercial republic as a viable
alternative to a territorial monarchy, together with Botero’s and Raleigh’s
analysis of the economic policies that favour trade, figure prominently
in the work of the brothers de la Court as authoritative international
sources on the politics of the Dutch economy. Clearly, then, the ‘reason
of state’ that the de la Courts referred to as the basis of their critical
discussion of Leiden’s welfare implied that favourable taxes, the attrac-
tion of foreign merchants, and a protective foreign policy would achieve
the commercial grandezza of the state. Whilst ‘state’ meant in the work
of Botero the personal dominion and status of a prince, for the de la
Courts the state involved the collective body of both rulers and ruled,
that is, the city or commonwealth at large - the traditional idiom of
the Italian Renaissance republics as developed from Machiavelli to
Boccalini.2® The brothers’ idea of ‘reason of state’ implied the precepts
for governing such a republican state within the European balance of
military and commercial power.

A somewhat different perspective is suggested by the term ‘political
economy’. The earliest known usage of this term is that by the French
author Antoine de Montchrétien in his Traicté de I’oeconomie poli-
tique of 1615, a long advisory treatise to the French King Louis XIII.
Montchrétien explains the term by claiming that the wealth of an
empire does not simply depend on its extent or on the number of its
inhabitants, but primarily on the cultivation of all lands and the proper
allocation of offices.?’ In the state, just as in the family, people should
be governed according to their inclination, for the science of acquiring
goods is common to governments as well as families. Therefore, ‘against
the opinion of Aristotle and Xenophon’, who distinguished the oikos
from the polis, Montchrétien maintains that ‘one would not be able to
separate economy (l’oeconomie) from politics (la police) without thereby
amputating the main part from the whole’.28 The main task of the prince
is therefore to balance the household book as a national pater familias:
the ruler has to spend less than he earns.? As we explain in the next
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section of this chapter, such an emphasis on the individual prince as a
public householder who ensures the cultivation of lands, the allocation
of offices and the bookkeeping of the state is entirely absent from the
thought of the brothers de la Court.

Free trade as the highest law

The foundation of the de la Courts’ account of Holland'’s reason of state
was formed by their critical analysis of the economic policies of Leiden,
the city where the brothers were born, where they had studied and
where they made their fortune. According to the conventional reason
of state logic, Leiden posed a difficult case. Botero had argued that the
grandezza of cities follows from the quantity of the people and their
belongings, for which, apart from the splendour of a princely court, a
favourable geographical position and fecund surroundings are essen-
tial.?° Yet Leiden, as the brothers de la Court insisted, lacked all these
assets. Therefore, the city should resort to two highly unpredictable
means of attaining civic grandezza: the world of learning, embodied by
Leiden’s famous university, and the world of industry and trade.! With
this double claim as a starting point, the de la Courts embarked upon
a fervent criticism of the corporate politics of Leiden’s society, which
resulted in a passionate and remarkable plea for an ‘open’ city where
entrepreneurial liberty fosters prosperity.3?

The de la Courts primarily insisted that Leiden’s trade and industry
were based on the consumption of its goods outside the city walls.
Hence, the general welfare was dependent on the large mercantile entre-
preneurs who exported textiles across the borders and, thanks to their
ability to make large investments, employed small producers and petty
artisans. Yet these international merchants could only make high reve-
nues if they would be left unhindered in their decisions and actions,
for ‘he who has to eat the porridge cooks and cools it best’. As the de la
Courts stressed,

Everyone ought to be totally free and unrestrained in producing and
dealing with his own commodity.... Where everyone takes care of
himself, everyone is fine, and no one gets lost. This is the natural
liberty that the Rulers should never take away from their subjects.>?

The core assertion of the de la Courts is that Leiden’s corporate regula-
tion through the establishment of textile halls and guilds fundamentally
obstructed such natural liberty — and as a result, Leiden’s reason of state.
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In view of the vicissitudes of international trade, the exclusivist policies
and unifying regulations of these corporate associations were, for the de
la Courts, fundamentally counterproductive.®* ‘None of our industries is
fixed to the ground’, they argued, ‘and therefore they do not resemble
the trees, from which one may cut some branches that bear little fruit’.>s
In the realm of commercial Lady Fortune, characterised by cross-border
competition and the capriciousness of fashion, a pragmatist mercantile
virtii was necessary to maintain Leiden’s industry and to improve its
competitiveness. The de la Courts therefore claimed that all production
should be deregulated, wages should be set free, levies and cartels should
be abolished and everyone should be able to choose with whom to
trade.3¢ Such economic freedom would increase manufacturing, attract
foreigners, and thus enhance Leiden'’s overall grandezza, whereas corpo-
rate regulation would result in the direct opposite.

This critical analysis of Leiden’s economic prospects forms the induc-
tive foundation of a general theory of commercial reason of state that
Pieter de la Court subsequently applied to the case of Holland at large.
The core of this theory lies in the Ciceronian maxim salus populi suprema
lex (the welfare of the people shall be the highest law), a powerful and
widespread early-modern commonplace that could be mobilised for
various political purposes - for the de la Courts as a reason to comment
that the phrase was like ‘a nice doll praised by all outwardly, but by only
a few valued and cared for inwardly’.3” The case of Leiden revealed that
the maxim truly implies that the health of the people in a mercantile
republic consists of two intrinsically connected elements: commercial
greatness and the advancement of liberty. Commerce must be the means
to achieve the preservation and increase of the polity, and commerce
thrives in liberty. Hence, freedom of trade ranked for the de la Courts as
the supreme law that leads to commercial greatness.3®

This fundamental claim that free trade forms the essence of commer-
cial reason of state starts from the assertion that human natural liberty
should be maintained as much as possible within the boundaries of the
law in order to promote general prosperity and the growth of society. A
commonwealth where all inhabitants enjoy such liberty will improve
its competitiveness with the surrounding polities and therefore fulfil its
chief goal, the increase of its population. Indeed, a city like Leiden ‘will
only be able to subsist by giving its inhabitants much more freedom than
they can find in any nearby or better situated Cities or places’.>® The de
la Courts therefore stressed the need to grant all immigrants citizenship
rights and the same opportunities to make a living as the indigenous
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population, for ‘absolute uniform freedom for all inhabitants, bearing
uniform burdens’, is apart from a natural right a ‘powerful means to
attract foreigners’.*® Such freedom of immigration and occupation is all
the more important since immigrants will also bring ‘knowledge and
goods’, and are therefore essential for the survival of a commonwealth
of learning and industry. Newcomers do not own any fixed property, and
therefore they will have to invest their foreign experience and capital ‘to
invent and create new fisheries, manufactures, trade, and navigations’'.
Hence, a constant influx of immigrants will guarantee the constant
renewal and improvement of trade and industry.*! Commercial increase
and liberty are thus mutually dependent:

Trade is a very powerful means to employ and feed many people. ... Yet
Trade is not fixed to one place only. Where Merchants are burdened
least and where they are given more freedom to make and keep profits,
there they will remain. But where, on the contrary, the freedom to
make profits is restricted, or where the rich Merchants are harshly
charged, there they are chased away or extinguished.*?

In short, in an emerging era of international commercial competition,
Leiden and Holland more generally could only endure by conceding
all inhabitants a range of liberties — ‘freedom in Religion, Study, trade,
manufactures, arts, citizenship and Government’.*

Pieter de la Court’s reworking of the manuscript on Leiden’s welfare
to the 1662 Interest van Holland and eventually the 1669 Aanwysing
amounted to an extensive discussion of the concrete policy measures
that would promote free trade and thus enhance Holland’s commercial
greatness. Like Leiden, he argued, Holland was plagued by numerous
natural burdens, especially the small size and scarcity of the country’s
soil. As a result, Holland’s population ‘should by all means search its
food abroad and continuously attract new Inhabitants from foreign
Countries’.#* Commerce and immigration are necessary for survival,
and here Holland had an obvious advantage because of its favourable
geographical position, which had led to the growth of Dutch fishery,
soon followed by trade, industry and seafaring, all essential sources of
welfare. Indeed, de la Court claimed self-assuredly that ‘in Europe no
Country is more capable for Trade than Holland’, and in spite of war, inter-
national competition and jealousy of trade, ‘the Hollanders have navi-
gated almost all Nations out of the great Ocean, the Mediterranean, the
Indian Ocean, and the Baltic’.%’
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De la Court’s vision of Holland’s interest pivoted on the claim that
the continuation of this commercial success depended on a range of
liberties which would lure foreigners to settle in Holland and promote
the growth of trade: freedom of immigration, comprehensive religious
freedom, and freedom of enterprise. Following the plea for entrepre-
neurial liberty in Leiden, de la Court claimed that commercial enterprise
in Holland at large should not be obstructed by the imposition of too
heavy a tax burden. De la Court thus adopted Botero’s and Raleigh’s
favourable discussion of the earlier taxation policies in Holland, yet he
continued to argue that the current reality in Holland had deviated from
this admirable past. Although the ‘Freedom of Fishery and Trade is still
greater than elsewhere’, the tax burden was far too heavy, and de la
Court claimed that taxes ‘have risen now that high, that the like has
never been seen or heard of in any Republic in the World, much less
in a Country only subsisting of commerce’.*¢ This assertion involved
only a little hyperbole, for per capita taxation in seventeenth-century
Holland was indeed considerably higher than in other countries.?’
Facing this reality, de la Court insisted that such ‘heavy and numerous
imposts’ threatened to divert Holland’s commerce and thus ‘eventually
chase away the Country’s welfare’.*8

De la Court concluded that Holland’s commercial reason of state
required a protectionist policy of taxation that ‘burdens least the
means of subsistence which matters us most, which we lose the soonest
and which, once lost, we cannot easily recover’.*’ It were therefore the
pillars of Holland’s economy, the fishermen, artisans, and especially the
international merchants, that should be exempted from taxation, since
they, ‘bringing profit from abroad into the Country, are very necessary
for the State, yet they can, because of their commerce and correspond-
ence, divert themselves, their goods, and their arts very easily into other
Countries’.>® Facing international competition, a commercial common-
wealth such as Holland should favour those who make profits abroad:
the entire community depends on their wealth, and if they would be
taxed excessively they would leave the country. Accordingly, the manu-
facturing of goods should not be taxed, nor should any tariffs be raised
on the export of these goods or on the import of raw materials needed for
the industry. In contrast, de la Court insisted that taxation of consump-
tion and landed property offered an easy and necessary means to secure
the state’s revenue, while foreign goods that competed with Holland’s
trade and industry were to be levied as much as possible.®!

This combined argument for free enterprise within the common-
wealth and a protectionist policy vis-a-vis foreign competitors amounted
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to de la Court’s further claim that chartered monopolies in international
trade, such as the Dutch East India Company (VOC), go against true
commercial reason of state. This claim takes centre stage in the Interest
van Holland and subsequently the Aanwysing, reflecting a significant
development in the brothers’ economic thought, from unrestricted
entrepreneurial freedom in the domestic sphere of Leiden’s economy,
toward a more regulative approach in order to promote Holland’s trade
in the expanding arena of international competition overseas. Given his
growing involvement in international commerce and state policy during
the 1660s, de la Court increasingly realised that Holland’s commercial
success led to the envy of other polities, for even though ‘all Republics
that are founded on peace and commerce share the same Interest with
Holland’, they would still try to obstruct ‘our main design, namely the
increase of commerce’.>?> Therefore, all competitors, and in particular
England, should be outplayed by a mercantile policy that imposes high
tariffs on foreign merchandise while promoting free trade for Holland’s
own merchants.

Such free trade, so de la Court claimed, should also entail free compe-
tition on the colonial market, and hence the abolition of the monopoly
of trading companies like the VOC. The roots of this claim lie in the
strong condemnation of the economic monopolisation by Leiden’s
guilds. Like guilds, de la Court insisted, the Dutch trading companies
curtailed the ‘free trade of the common inhabitants’ and ‘their natural
liberty of seeking a livelihood in their fatherland’.5® Moreover, facing a
globalising economy and growing international rivalry, it was deemed
necessary that all of Holland’s merchants were able to trade with the vast
territories outside of Europe so that commerce and foreign consumption
could continue to increase. Yet as de la Court argued, these opportunities
for worldwide commerce were discarded because the private interests of
the trading companies necessarily conflicted with the public interest of
society at large. Besides, their monopolistic position meant that trading
companies were not encouraged to open up new markets. ‘Certain
profits make them stupid and slow’, de la Court asserted repeatedly, ‘for
necessity makes an old wife trot, hunger makes raw beans sweet, and
poverty begets ingenuity’.>*

Significantly, this criticism of the Dutch trading companies was
not confined to pure theory. In the summer of 1664, de la Court and
a number of fellow entrepreneurs asked the states-general for permis-
sion to search for a northern passage toward China along the shores of
Siberia, thus circumventing the monopoly on Asian trade enjoyed by
the VOC.>5 A first request was turned down by the States-General after
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it heard the objections of the directors of the VOC, yet de la Court cum
suis did not give in and they sent a subsequent request to the States
of Holland. Their petition insisted that the general interest of Holland
would be greatly enhanced if all of its merchants were allowed to trade
in Asia, while ‘the particular interest of the Chartered East Indian
Company is, on the contrary...to alienate and exclude for eternity the
common inhabitants from all knowledge, navigation and commerce of
those Asian countries’.>® Yet this second request was also rejected and
the VOC maintained its monopoly - for the petitioners a clear sign of
‘the perniciousness of the company, which prefers that other nations
come into the possession of such a considerable passage (if it could be
found) instead of our own nation’.>” This remark clearly referred to the
growing international competition confronting Dutch overseas trade
in the course of the 1650s and 1660s. Since the establishment of the
Council of Trade in England in 1650 and the French Conseil du Commerce
in 1664, Navigation Acts, naval confiscations and tariff wars increas-
ingly obstructed Holland’s merchants.5® At the absolute apex of Dutch
primacy in world trade, de la Court perceptively prophesied its imma-
nent decline in respect to its European rivals. Surely, this criticism of the
Dutch economic situation reflected de la Court’s personal commercial
interests, defending entrepreneurial independence against the regula-
tive and exclusivist policies of the corporate establishment.> Yet his
argumentation also testified to a principled political stance, which went
beyond mere self-serving rhetoric and amounted to a comprehensive
theory of republican liberty.

This theory postulated that the only remedy for the Dutch consisted
of a truly republican government that would safeguard free trade as the
highest law of Holland’s reason of state. While the de la Courts followed
Botero and Raleigh in their analysis of commercial and taxation policies,
here they adopted the republican precepts of Machiavelli and Boccalini
with the unequivocal claim that ‘a Republic is better than a Monarchy’,
even that ‘the best Monarchical Government is not as good to the Subjects
as the worst Republican Government'.®° For the de la Courts, the liberties
needed to foster Dutch trade could only be maintained under a broad
governing assembly without any single ruler such as the Dutch stad-
holder - in their logic merely a monarch in disguise. Monarchical rule,
so they claimed time and again, fundamentally thwarts the preservation
and increase of the polity, the prime principle of reason of state. Kings
always enforce large taxes to weaken their subjects and to finance their
decadent court, frustrating all trading activity. Moreover, they forsake
the necessary defence of the country, and instead of promoting the
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growth of trade, they wage offensive wars to conquer new territories.
Thus a commercial commonwealth will necessarily disintegrate when it
is enslaved to princely domination, for merchants ‘shun and should flee
from such a government like from a deadly Plague’.5! Wherever a people
lives under domination by the arbitrary will of one man, commerce
will collapse: because ‘in general, commerce always disappears from
those countries and cities where one single man can rob a Merchant
at his pleasure of his goods; that is, in short, from all monarchical
government’.%?

This ranting accusation of the principle of monarchy as the arch-
enemy of commerce forms the pivot of the de la Courts’ entire oeuvre.
Appropriating the various commercial and republican lessons of the
reason of state tradition from Machiavelli to Raleigh, the brothers
constructed a comprehensive account of Holland'’s interest as an empire
of trade where freedom is the highest law. Tellingly, there is nothing in
this account that reminisces on the idea of the prince as national pater
familias who governs the economy of his state as a public bookkeeper,
the idea that is central to Montchrétien’s notion of ‘political economy’.
The brothers de la Court were not primarily concerned with issues such
as the value of money or the establishment of price levels, but rather
with the economic dominance of manufactured products that can be
traded, and the resulting need to attract and promote individual mercan-
tile activity. Their model of a commonwealth is not a polity governed as
if it were an oikos, but rather a republic where no single head can thwart
the principles of commercial reason of state. These principles include
the promotion of free trade for domestic merchants and the imposition
of protectionist measures against foreign competitors: the crucial means
to advance the conservation and expansion of the homeland’s trade.
Unlike economic theorists in a later age, the brothers de la Court did
not think about free trade in terms of universal consensus but rather in
terms of international strife. Their concept of free trade meant primarily
the freedom of Dutch merchants to outdo their rivals abroad, and thus
to safeguard Holland’s — and none but Holland’s — welfare.

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, it is important to highlight two significant
features of the Dutch context and the international impact of the work
of the brothers de la Court. First of all, the Interest van Holland not only
entailed the most significant insider’s account of the intricacies of Dutch
commerce in the later seventeenth century; it was also directly linked
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to the very nucleus of Dutch republican power, the regent oligarchy
around the grand pensionary Johan de Witt. De Witt and a number
of his allies were closely involved in the publication of the treatise in
1662, which they intended to use as propaganda for the policies of the
States of Holland vis-a-vis the other provinces of the Dutch Republic
and the House of Orange. Two chapters of the work were even based on
a draft written by de Witt himself, clearly meant to vindicate his rule.®
This interference in the text should not lead to the conclusion that the
de la Courts can be characterised as mere propagandists of the de Witt
regime, for such a conclusion does not pay justice to the brothers’ strong
criticism of the regent oligarchy in power. Nonetheless, the fact that
the Interest van Holland was published in close cooperation with de Witt
shows that the thought of the de la Courts was far from marginal. Indeed,
other authors duly adopted their development of a Dutch commercial
reason of state, such as the 1665 treatise Vrije politieke stellingen (Free
Political Tenets), which directly followed in the de la Courts’ footsteps
by merging a Machiavellian critique of monarchy with a strong plea
for liberty of trade.%* The author of this treatise was Franciscus van den
Enden, Spinoza’s teacher of Latin. In his radical political treatises of the
following decade, Spinoza proved to be equally indebted to the thought
of the de la Courts.®

While the brothers de la Court thus played a foundational role in the
earliest stages of the Radical Enlightenment in the Dutch Republic, their
work also had an important impact on political and economic thinking
on the other side of the North Sea. This is the second concluding point
that should be emphasised. In the course of the 1670s and the 1680s,
a number of English authors adopted, either directly or indirectly, the
de la Courts’ precepts of commercial reason of state. The most signifi-
cant of these authors was Slingsby Bethel, who had been exiled in the
Dutch Republic during the 1660s and who directly reproduced the argu-
mentation of Interest van Holland in his own writings, especially in the
1680 Interest of Princes and States.®® True interest, so Bethel insisted, is
commercial interest, and commerce thrives through a policy of compre-
hensive liberty. This de la Courtian claim was also put forward by other
Whig theorists such as Roger Coke and Carew Reynell, whose treatises
on commerce equally praised the Dutch trading model.” With these
Whig theorists, we turn back to the very start of this chapter, for they are
the protagonists in Steve Pincus’s account of the rise of the ‘new polit-
ical economy’ in England around 1688. Much more research can and
should be done on the de la Courts’ influence on this Whig economic
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and political thought, but it seems justifiable to adopt the claim of
contemporary Tory opponents that England’s ‘new political economy’
was clearly indebted to the Dutch.5®

So how ‘mew’ was this political economy, and does it make sense to
speak of ‘political economy’ at all? This chapter suggests that Whig
theorising about politics and economics was not radically innovative
but stood in a long international tradition of thinking about the rela-
tion between statecraft, freedom and commerce — a tradition rooted in
sixteenth-century Italy and developed further on both sides of the North
Sea during the seventeenth century. The term ‘political economy’ does
not fully cover the various dimensions of this tradition. To authors like
the brothers de la Court, ‘political economy’ was as much an oxymoron
as it was to ancient Greeks. The mere analogy of family and state — in
terms of origins or function - and the resulting focus on the prince as
a national householder is far removed from the brothers’ commercial
republican principles.®® These principles centred on comprehensive
freedom of trade, not as an abstract economic formula or a lofty ideal to
spread in the world, but as a necessary element of national prosperity, as
the pivot of Holland’s reason of state in the burgeoning arena of inter-
national competition. Using the term ‘political economy’, with all its
connotations of a developing economic science ‘before Adam Smith’,
only obscures the specific historical context in which these principles
were developed.
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A Natural Order of Empire:
The Physiocratic Vision of
Colonial France after the
Seven Years’ War

Pernille Rgge

Rome understood how to defeat and subjugate many nations, but it
did not understand how to govern. It ruined the affluent agriculture
of the countries subjected to its domination, and from that moment
on its military strength disappeared, the valuable conquests were lost,
and it found itself defenceless against the pillage and violence of its
enemies.

Quesnay, Analyse du Tableau Economique (1763)

In the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War, France stood defeated at the
hands of its enemy. The 1763 Treaty of Paris stripped France of most of its
Canadian and North American possessions, reduced its colonial empire
to one-tenth the size of its prewar territorial grandeur, and plunged the
Crown into decades of financial instability.? To the emerging group of
French political economists, known as the physiocrats, the war and its
consequences was the result of a long-standing misconception of what
type of state France was and by which laws it should be governed. They
therefore began promoting a programme for French regeneration based
on their ‘new science’ of political economy. The physiocratic view
was that prosperity and peace between France and its imperial rivals
would resume if France placed agricultural production at the heart of
its economy, replaced its obscure fiscal system with one based on a
single land tax, and opened up to free trade. In 1763, the physiocrats
presented this view in La philosophie rurale, which had as its second title
Economie générale et politique de I'agriculture, réduite a I’ordre immutable des
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loix physiquse & morales, qui assurent la prospérité des empires. Despite the
emphasis on the prosperity of empires in the second title, the majority
of scholarly work on the physiocrats focuses only on the domestic side
of their ideas.® Colonies are treated only in passing, and often with the
view that physiocratic political economy embodied an anticolonial
slant.* Yet while the physiocrats certainly launched a scathing critique
of the existing French colonial system (known as the Exclusif), they were
not against colonial empire. Their main goal was to bring France and
its colonies back into line with what they called the natural order. In
arguing their case, they not only pushed for a liberalisation of trade but
also offered a potent reconceptualisation of what was understood by
the French ‘metropole’ and its ‘colonies’. In doing so, they suggested
changing both the meaning of, and the reasons for, a French colonial
empire, a suggestion which would prove influential at the time and even
down to the present day. To elucidate this further, and to exhibit the
imperial side of physiocratic political economy, this chapter examines
first how the founders of physiocracy came to develop a new colonial
vision for France, and second, how they attempted to influence French
imperial policy after the Seven Years’” War.

Quesnay’s French agricultural kingdom and
Mirabeau’s art of colonisation

The physiocratic school originated in 1756-1757 when Francois Quesnay
published the articles ‘Fermiers’ and ‘Grains’ in the Encyclopédie. Soon
after the publication of his encyclopaedic entrees, he started collabo-
rating with Victor de Riquetti, Marquis de Mirabeau, the author of L'ami
des hommes (1757). The two spent most of the war developing the core
tenets of what would become physiocracy. In late 1763 they presented
their doctrine to the wider public in the three-volume La philosophie
rurale, published in Mirabeau’s name.> At this point, they had acquired
such followers as Pierre Samuel Dupont de Nemours and Pierre-Paul
Mercier de la Riviere.

Quesnay’s ‘Fermiers’ and ‘Grains’ were propositions for how to alleviate
the French monarchy of its current political and economic ills. Inspired
by the successes of Sully’s agrarian policies during the reign of Henri IV,
Quesnay projected that prosperity would re-emerge if France gave pref-
erence to the cultivation of land and if the government facilitated agri-
cultural growth by implementing a system of free trade. This emphasis
on agriculture was grounded in Quesnay’s insistence that France was
predominantly an agricultural kingdom rather than a commercial one.
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As he explained in ‘Grains’, it was Colbert’s efforts to favour commerce
and industry above agriculture, and monopoly trade over free trade, that
had proven so counterproductive to the French economy and caused
the current predicament.b

In these texts Quesnay also developed several components of the
conceptual arsenal for which the physiocrats would later become
famous. It hinged on his view that agriculture was the source of all riches
and that a ‘natural order’ governed society. As Simone Meysonnier has
argued, this approach had a rich genealogy leading back to Boisguilbert’s
Le Détail de la France from 1695, where Boisguilbert introduced the idea
of a natural economic order.” As Hopkins demonstrates elsewhere in
this volume, there were different interpretations of what this natural
order was. To Quesnay, the natural order was the order that would arrive
when the governance of human society followed those laws intended
for it and which could be derived from the physical laws (it was on the
basis of this understanding, moreover, that the physiocrats later claimed
that their political economy was a veritable science).® In these writings,
Quesnay also stressed that if property rights were respected, and under-
pinned by a system of free trade, France would become the champion
of the grain trade on the international market. If the Crown, in turn,
could agree to abolish its obscure tax policies impeding production and
replace them with a single land tax drawn from the net product [produit
net] of agricultural produce, France would divest itself of a ruinous fiscal
system and the monarchy would find a reliable and lavish source of
revenue.’ To illustrate in a scientific model how this worked, Quesnay
began circulating his famous Tableau Economique in 1758.1°

While Quesnay fathered such tenets of physiocracy, the global
orientation of the doctrine was not to be found in his early economic
writings. Colonies, for instance, entered only as a subclause to his
elaborations on the benefits of free trade and free trade’s function as
a regulator of price. ‘Fermier’ twice mentioned the British colony of
Pennsylvania with reference to its high export of corn and its subse-
quent role in regulating corn prices in England.!! ‘Grains’ made a
mention of colonies only to quell the anxieties of free trade sceptics. In
this entry, Quesnay claimed that at no given time would a society regu-
lated by free trade jeopardise national interests. Competition between
an agricultural colony and its mother country (i.e., France) would tilt
in France’s favour, ‘the quality of French grain being superior to grain
from [the colonies] and all other places.’!?

The Marquis de Mirabeau, on the other hand, was deeply inter-
ested in the colonial question. His L'ami des hommes was influenced
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by Richard Cantillon’s doctrine of populationisme, which took popula-
tion size to be the indicator of national wealth and colonisation the
means by which the world was populated.!> Moreover, his brother,
the Chevalier de Mirabeau, had moved to Guadeloupe in December
1753 to fill the post of governor. During his stay, the two had kept
an ongoing correspondence in which they debated the deficiencies of
the French colonial system. As their correspondence reveals, several
of the colonial ideas Mirabeau promoted in L'ami des hommes had in
fact already been discussed with his brother. In 1754 the governor had
written a letter to Mirabeau complaining about the metropole’s attitude
toward the colonies, noting that colonies were considered ‘the farms
of French commerce’.!* Hearing that it was the British rather than the
French who provisioned the colonies by means of contraband trade,
the political economist wrote in response that ‘if [ was a public figure,
I would encourage the development of agriculture and “laissez aller le
commerce”’.15

In L’ami des hommes, Mirabeau repeated and developed this message.
Presenting the colonising activity as an art form which developed
through historical stages, he classified ‘I’art des colonies’ to be only in
its third age, or — as he also said - in its most ‘imbecile infancy’.!6 At the
heart of Mirabeau’s disapproval lay a strong aversion to the established
perception that colonies existed purely to serve the commerce of the
metropole. To Mirabeau, such a paradigm would never accomplish the
task of founding strong colonies. As he said, ‘[T]he spirit of commerce
is in itself completely incapable of forming, populating and fortifying
colonies’.!” He prophetically commented that without a real effort to
settle Canada, the colony would soon be lost to the British — just like
Acadia already was.!®

In general, Mirabeau constantly stressed that France’s colonial
problem was the inevitable outcome of having prioritised metropolitan
commerce before colonies had developed into sustainable entities. As
he saw it, proper settlement and cultivation had to be in place before
commerce between them could begin. He pointed out that to pave the
way for proper cultivation, provisioning of the colonies should be open
to other nations. He suggested letting the grain-producing colonies in
the Americas supply the Antilles with foodstuffs and letting French
agriculture find a natural outlet closer to home. Exports to the colo-
nies could consist of ‘metal goods, fine clothing, a range of merchan-
dise, useful and agreeable, which the Creoles consume and that our
commerce purchase from Paris and the provinces’.!® An early aboli-
tionist, Mirabeau also stressed that by ‘settlement’, he did not mean
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transplanting enslaved Africans to the Americas, slave labour being an
inefficient form of labour. Later on, he and Quesnay would join forces
in rejecting slavery, describing it as a perversion of the natural order.
Such antislavery views were of course entirely unconventional in the
mid-eighteenth century.?’

Genesis of the physiocratic colonial vision

Once Mirabeau and Quesnay began collaborating in 1757, the two
would have to reconcile the catalogue of ideas propagated in L'ami des
hommes with the basic tenets of Quesnay’s doctrine before agreeing
on the core of physiocracy. Mirabeau shared Quesnay’s preference
for agricultural production and rejected a political system rooted in
Colbertian mercantilism, yet his populationisme clashed with Quesnay’s
outlook, a disagreement reducible to the ‘chicken and egg’ dilemma
of what came first, people to produce food or food to produce people.
Mirabeau once explained that this discrepancy disappeared after his
first meeting with Quesnay, during which Quesnay would ‘break the
skull of Goliath’ who wrongly had ‘put the plough in front of the
oxen.’?! Despite Mirabeau’s modesty, ‘David’, however, had not left
the battle unaffected. In his efforts to convert Mirabeau to his own
doctrine, Quesnay had been forced to address the colonial question
more directly. When Mirabeau published the fourth edition of L'ami
des hommes in 1758, we find inserted Quesnay’s Questions intéressantes
sur la population, I'agriculture et le commerce, within which article XXIV
of the subchapter ‘Commerce des Denrée du Cru’ questioned a series
of issues regarding the colonies.??

The adjustment of disparate theories was only one issue which the two
had to consider while writing their ideas. Another was the geographical
damage wrought by the war. By 1763, France only possessed a few fish-
eries in Canada, its sugar islands in the West Indies, and trade stations
in Africa and India. Once La philosophie rurale appeared, and in contrast
to Mirabeau’s L'ami des hommes, the discussion on colonies was thus
confined to the sugar islands in the West Indies. These islands were
unmistakably subjected to the crudest version of the Exclusif. Solidified
with the Lettres patentes of 1717 and 1727, the Exclusif had carved into the
metropolitan colonial conscience that the sugar colonies existed exclu-
sively to provide France with exotic goods and as protected markets for
French commodities.?® The sugar trade, of course, was the most lucrative
of French colonial commerce. From 1716 to 1757, the value of Antillean
produce had risen from 4.4 million livres to 77 million and constituted one
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of France’s largest export markets.?* But as the governor of Guadeloupe
had explained to the Marquis de Mirabeau in his letters, the Antilles
suffered greatly under the sclerotic pace at which the metropole met
their basic needs. The colonial administration had permitted some free
trade in the colonies during the war, a policy in keeping with the recom-
mendations of the political economist Franc¢ois Véron de Forbonnais,
who in 1756 had suggested that merchants from neutral nations such
as Denmark, Sweden, Holland, Spain, Italy and Hamburgh should be
granted permission to provision the French colonies with foodstuffs in
time of war. In 1763, however, the Exclusif resumed due to pressure from
the French ports.?®

All these issues were tackled in the eleventh chapter of Quesnay and
Mirabeau’s La philosophie rurale. They appropriately began their presen-
tation by branding colonial commerce ‘today’s apple of discord’.26 As
they saw it, the Exclusif caused an ever-present air of hostilities between
nations and inevitably degraded most colonies to a state of ruin and
desertion. Shifting to a more targeted assault, they set upon monopo-
lies and protectionism: ‘Nothing is as singularly contradictory to the
natural order as the current condition whereby European powers appear
to accord their colonies right to protection and sovereignty.’ The gloss of
paternal protectionism and benevolence concealed an abusive exploita-
tion of the colonies and an obfuscation of the nation’s general interests:
‘All these beautiful measures, it is true, appear to support authority and
force, but under false appearances that hide a monopoly as disadvanta-
geous to the metropole as to the colony and the Sovereign’.?” The decep-
tion stemmed from the fact that France had developed a colonial system
modelled on the Dutch system. To Quesnay and Mirabeau, however, this
was a fundamental mistake since France was not a republic of merchants
but an agricultural empire:

The example of the small nations who are in a strong state by means
of their mercantilist commerce, and amongst which some asso-
ciations of merchants have created trade stations [établissemens]
successfully at the edges of the world to be able to bring back certain
commodities, most notably rare goods which excite our curiosity;
this example, I say, has led the larger Nations, in an age of infatua-
tion with commerce, to enter into competition with these. But they
have not wished to see that for those who set the example, the profit
of the merchants was the profit of the State, since the State was only
an association of merchants, who drew their profit from other States
who were rich in production.?®
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In a country like France, however, the Crown should take into account
the interest of all involved, not just merchants. Landowners, for instance,
who were the real producers of wealth, did not benefit from monopoly
trade, and by extension, therefore, neither did France.

This notion that colonial and national interests were betrayed had
formed the crux of Quesnay’s critique in the Questions intéressantes. His
very first question in section XXIV read, ‘The commerce of a metropole
with its colonies, which procure the merchant with enormous gains
thanks to commercial restrictions, is it not more seductive than it is
concrete and advantageous to the nation?’?® To illustrate the flaws of
the Exclusif, and to promote a set of rules beneficial to both nation and
colonies, Quesnay and Mirabeau availed themselves of this and several
other of Quesnay’s questions. In an almost complete reproduction of
these, they asked, is it beneficial to the colons that their colonial produce
is resold to foreigners at overpriced rates by merchants with monopoly?
Would the Colons not profit more from a structure where merchants
from all nations compete for the colonial markets within a system regu-
lated by free trade? Is this not the greatest way of making the colonies
and all other territories in the world prosper?*® While these questions
were left unanswered in the fourth edition of L'ami des hommes, they
received a detailed reply in La philosophie rurale.

Aside from free trade, Quesnay and Mirabeau’s reply was based on a
fascinating reconceptualisation of a ‘colony’ and on the development of
the idea of the sovereign as copropriétaire of the net product of all French
land.?! The latter was explained in the following way:

The progress of colonies depends on the progress of the cultivation of
their land. From this progress results the successive development of
the colony and its contribution, that is, its population, consumption
and reproduction, and of the net product of which the Sovereign is
Copropriétaire together with the owners of the cultivated land.3?

The strategy of tying the sovereign to French land — whether located at
home or abroad - would guarantee the best possible system for agricul-
tural development since, according to the physiocratic system, the sover-
eign’s revenues should derive solely from the net product of the land.
But the concept of the copropriétaire was only a first step toward
reconciliation between colonial and metropolitan interests. The second
entailed a reconceptualisation of what was understood by the term
‘colony’, a category Mirabeau and Quesnay chose to frame within their
domestic vocabulary: ‘What is a colony, they inquired, if not a province,
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like other provinces of the state which should enjoy the same preroga-
tives in order to prosper.’ (Provinces’ prerogatives had been discussed
earlier on in the chapter ‘Rapports des dépenses avec 1’Agriculture,’
where Quesnay and Mirabeau had stressed the need for the free circula-
tion of grain between provinces and foreigners.)** Looking at a draft of
La philosophie rurale stored among Mirabeau’s private papers, it becomes
clear that it was Quesnay who had insisted on this reconceptualisation.
He had scribbled the following in the margin next to the answer to
the second question: ‘Are colonies then only defeated foreign nations
treated as enemies? But if we conceive of them as provinces of one and
the same empire...’.3* The draft leaves the remark pending. Yet the
insistence upon a colony as a province in the finished draft shows how
important it was to Quesnay to ensure that if colonies were to have a
place in the physiocratic economic system they would have to be cast in
a domestic vocabulary.

A third move which Quesnay and Mirabeau needed in developing
their attack on the current colonial system was to call attention to the
danger of confusing merchant interests with national interests. As if
speaking directly to the Crown and the Ministry of the Navy, they stated,
‘What are you doing instead with your exclusive and barbaric system?
You, protectors of cumbersome, inept and fearful merchants, you allow
them to increase expenses at their will. It is to assure them their fortune
that you tyrannise your colonies, harm your commerce, and treat your
neighbours as enemies.”®> The critique of squaring merchant interests
with national interests concluded a line of criticisms against the existing
colonial system. It also gave additional weight to Quesnay’s view that
merchant interests in France had, since Colbert, been given priority
above everything else.

Thus, the physiocratic colonial model in La philosophie rurale had
maintained several of the principles advocated by Quesnay in ‘Grains’,
while it also accommodated the global orientation to be found in
Mirabeau'’s L'ami des hommes. The colonial views sketched by Mirabeau,
however, were far from merely grafted onto Quesnay’s axioms. Gone
were Mirabeau’s populationisme and the social dimension it entailed. The
attack on the Exclusif was maintained, yet Mirabeau'’s suggestion to focus
on the export of luxuries to the colonies had disappeared. Quesnay, in
turn, was now no longer indifferent to colonialism. The question is
whether he had become a supporter of colonisation or was an ‘anti-
colonialist’ as Merle and others have argued.?® A return to the draft of
La philosophie rurale stored among Mirabeau’s private papers initially
suggests the former. In the margins, Quesnay had jotted down that
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newly created colonies should be exempt from taxation until they had
developed a sustainable cultivation; he had mentioned that companies
with monopoly rights were ‘enemies of the state’; and he had continu-
ously pointed to the importance of free trade. Quesnay, however, had
one substantial amendment to the draft, which sows doubt about his full
adhesion to the French colonial project. After his stress on exempting
new colonies from tax burdens, Quesnay noted that the same should be
said for newly cultivated domestic land. Upon this remark he further
added that a country that still possessed much fallow land ‘should not
think about forming colonies in far-away regions...’. This argument
remained in the published version of La philosophie rurale. It drew a
direct line back to the articles ‘Fermiers’ and ‘Grains’ in which Quesnay
had bemoaned that one-quarter of French land was still left unculti-
vated (he estimated that France had 50 million arpents of cultivatable
land in total and that 36 million arpents were cultivated). Leaving the
comment in the published version of La philosophie rurale does not indi-
cate, however, that Quesnay was against colonial expansion. It merely
shows that he believed that French expansion should not begin until
France had brought all its domestic territory into production.

Le Mercier de la Riviere and the dissemination of
the physiocratic colonial model

While Quesnay and Mirabeau prepared the publication of La philoso-
phie rurale, one of their future followers, Le Mercier de la Riviere, was
employed as intendant of the Isles-du-Vent (from 1757 to 1762 and of
Martinique from 1763 to 1764). Le Mercier de la Riviére had been in
touch with Mirabeau before going to Martinique, but it is unclear to
what degree he had adopted Quesnay and Mirabeau’s views wholesale.3”
In his study of Le Mercier de la Riviere, L. P. May convincingly showed
that the intendant’s activities in the colonies were underpinned by physi-
ocratic thinking.*® May also pointed out that Le Mercier de la Riviére,
at this point, had a more realistic view of which aspects of physioc-
racy were applicable in practice and which ones were not. Nevertheless,
several memoranda within the colonial archives bear proof of his wish
to disseminate at least some of Quesnay and Mirabeau’s ideas in France
and the colonies. Two of these memoranda shall be considered here: his
address to the colons in June 1760 and his 1762 memorandum to the
minister of the marine, the Duc de Choiseul.

Le Mercier de la Riviere’s address to the colons came with the opening of
the Chambre mi-partie d’agriculture et de commerce.? The chamber at
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Martinique was one of three chambers of agriculture and commerce that
the colonial administration had authorised in the Antilles the previous
year. Represented by a deputy in the Bureau of Commerce in Paris, the
role of the chambers was to debate and communicate the interests of the
colonies to the metropole.*® They had, however, no real power.*! As a
representative of the Crown, Le Mercier de la Riviere had to provide the
opening speech. To begin with, his speech reflected the official concern
regarding the contested loyalty between metropole and colony. Using
the metaphor of the body to explain the nature of a state, Le Mercier de
la Riviere proclaimed that the provinces, including the colonies, were its
essential body parts. In a reference to the ‘natural order’ of things, he
then noted that the particular interests of each limb were subordinate
to the general interests of the entire body: ‘Thus, Gentlemen, when we
consider here the propositions for the good of the colony, our consid-
erations should include the other provinces; we should take the general
interests of the state to be the same as those of the colony and each of
the provinces.”#> Without calling colonies ‘overseas provinces’, he thus
placed colonies and the French provinces on a par, just as Quesnay and
Mirabeau would do.

Underscoring the state as one corps politique, Le Mercier de la Riviere
then shifted to address the Exclusif. He explained that although trade
with foreign merchants might benefit the colony in the short term,
the loss such commerce would represent to provinces back in France
would reduce the metropole’s willingness to supply and protect its colo-
nies. What first appeared as advantageous to the colony would thereby
end up as a drawback.*? Nevertheless, Le Mercier de la Riviére was not
conceding to the Colbertian system. Going farther than his position as
the king’s representative in the colonies permitted, he granted the colons
some leeway vis-a-vis the Exclusif: ‘Gentlemen, do not conclude from
this that all commerce of the colony should uniquely be with France. If
you are able to make a great profit with a foreign merchant, I'll say: if it
does not damage French commerce, if it is not unfavourable to it, such
transaction will necessarily become an advantage to French commerce
as much as to you.** Le Mercier de la Riviére hastened to emphasise
that this leeway should not be abused. Nevertheless, it was clear that
he saw a huge gain in liberalising the Exclusif and did not find that
the metropole should be the only source of provisions, nor a colony’s
only customer. This view was obviously well received by the colons.
However, the Chamber of Commerce in Bordeaux, which was opposed
to foreign commerce in the colonies, took a less positive interest in Le
Mercier de la Riviére’s speech. It had his opening discourse read to the
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assembled merchants on 21 August 1760 after receiving it in a letter sent
from Martinique.*> After the war, the same port would nervously write
to Choiseul requesting that a full restoration of the Exclusif would be
assured.*6

To the distress of French merchants, Le Mercier de la Riviere’s speech
to the Chambre mi-partie d’agriculture et de commerce helped spread
the view that colonies should be equal to domestic provinces and that
free trade would be advantageous to the colonial system. Two years after
this, he obtained an opportunity to advocate his outlook to the colo-
nial administration. During preparations for peace, Choiseul commis-
sioned Le Mercier de la Riviére to present the value of Martinique
and Guadeloupe to help the administration decide whether to fight
for Canada or these islands in the peace negotiations with Britain. In
making a case for Martinique, however, Le Mercier de la Riviere also
seized the opportunity to lecture Choiseul on political economy.*” He
promoted subordinating particular interests to general interests and
explained how a liberalisation of trade within sectors pertaining to colo-
nial commerce would make colonies prosper. Additionally, he repeated
the arguments stated by Quesnay in ‘Grains’, stressing that agriculture
was the source of riches. It was therefore in the interests of the Crown
to see its colonial lands cultivated in the best possible way — something
Le Mercier de la Riviere thought unattainable without liberalising the
system.*® However, Le Mercier de la Riviére did not promote Quesnay
and Mirabeau’s doctrine wholesale. They differed strongly on the crucial
question of slave labour. In La philosophie rurale, Mirabeau and Quesnay
would stress that slavery was a perversion of the natural order and that
slave labour was inefficient.*® In sharp contrast to this, Le Mercier de
la Riviére believed that slave labour was crucial to a well-functioning
plantation system. Although stressing that agriculture was the source of
riches, he also implied that slaves produced wealth, thus developing the
notion of a produit net des négres.>° To the intendant of Martinique, wealth
creation, in other words, could also come from labour.>!

Le Mercier de la Riviere also proved more practical minded than the
founders of physiocracy when it came to free trade. He was acutely aware
of the difficulties of implementing a liberal system immediately. As he
told Choiseul, ‘The political system of all commercial nations prevents
us from allowing foreigners to trade freely in our colonies. It is therefore
in the reform of our own economic system that we have to find a way to
indemnify our colonies of the losses they suffer due to the freedom we
cannot grant them.”>? Such a reform, to Le Mercier de la Riviére, relied
on France accepting its incapacity to fully meet the material needs of



A Natural Order of Empire 43

its colonies. Instead, it should allow foreigners to supply colonies with
those essential goods which France could not. Recommending that
international merchants, and particularly the British, should contribute
to the provisioning of the French colonies, he suggested that this espe-
cially should be applied to the slave trade.

Le Mercier de la Riviere, however, again echoed Quesnay and Mirabeau
when explaining the advantages of giving up certain trades. He stressed
that this would help France concentrate on developing its agriculture.
Returning to the benefits of free trade, particularly with Britain, Le
Mercier de la Riviére made it clear what France and its empire would
have looked like had it not adhered to Colbertian mercantilism: ‘If our
general plan had been based on...the abundance of the production of
our islands and our domestic land and on free trade with England, we
would have seen our colonies rich in population and production, our
commerce a hundred times wealthier and widespread. Commerce would
have been healthy because it would have been based on what is best
for our land and cemented by interests common to our rivals as well as
us’.>® Had such policy been followed, Le Mercier de la Riviére concluded,
France would not have lost its North American, Canadian and Indian
possessions.

It is well known that Le Mercier de la Riviére fell victim to his own
ideas. Having made every possible effort to save Martinique from occupa-
tion, he eventually had to give in to the defiant planter aristocracy who
subsequently turned the island over to the British on 13 February 1762.
Upon the end of the war, Choiseul ordered Le Mercier de la Riviere back
to Martinique to reinstate order and rebuild the colony. To replenish food
stocks, Le Mercier de la Riviere opened trade to foreigners, a measure in
line with Choiseul’s temporary admittance of a very restricted selection
of foreign goods to Martinique.>* Yet Le Mercier de la Riviére’s exten-
sion of the permit to include slaves provoked an outcry in the French
ports, leading to his discharge.>® Back in France Le Mercier de la Riviére
gave up his role as a colonial official temporarily and embarked on his
famous contribution to physiocracy and the French Enlightenment,
L'ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques (1767). Yet as May has
stressed, Le Mercier de la Riviére’s masterpiece was more a tribute to
Quesnay’s doctrine than a freestanding contribution to it.>® If we judge
L'ordre naturel against Le Mercier de la Riviere’s colonial reports, he had
in fact entirely left his practical-mindedness in the colonies. It is para-
doxical that the very words ‘colony’ and ‘metropole’ feature nowhere
in the text, while empire and international commerce appear only in
the abstract, the latter as a pis-aller.’” Why this flight from specificity?
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One guess is that if physiocratic thinking were to be carried to its logical
conclusion and illustrate a system in harmony with the ‘natural order’,
the very notion of a colony would be unfitting. As Le Mercier de la
Riviere specified in L'ordre naturel, ‘Every nation is therefore merely a
province of nature’s great kingdom’.5® In nature’s great kingdom, there
were only provinces, and the category of a colony was thus superfluous.
Another theme missing was the question of slavery. It would, of course,
also be entirely anti-physiocratic to introduce the notion of a produit net
des négres, since physiocracy was built on the idea that only agricultural
production could produce a net product and that slavery was a perver-
sion of the natural order.

The debate on the Exclusif in the Journal de l'agriculture,
du commerce et des finances

Le Mercier de la Riviere’s personal intervention was not the only oppor-
tunity that the physiocrats would have to advocate a new vision of
empire. Another arose in the mid-1760s. Choiseul had long been keen
to liberalise the Exclusif. To help him with this, he had appointed Jean
Dubuc, who was part of the rich Dubuc family in Martinique, as premier
commis of the Bureau des colonies after the war.>® Dubuc had been the
representative chosen by the Chambre mi-partie d’agriculture et de
commerce in Martinique as their representative to Paris.® He had thus
been present when Le Mercier de la Riviere gave his opening speech. To
pave the way for this liberalisation, Dubuc wrote a memorandum on the
need to relax the Exclusif which was presented to the Conseil royal de
commerce on 9 April 1765. In it, Dubuc affirmed the soundness of the
Exclusif at first but then stressed the need to allow foreigners to provi-
sion the colonies with certain goods, slaves in particular. Unsurprisingly,
the proposal was rejected on 9 September 1765 because it upset the
interests of the French ports.®! Nevertheless, the matter was far from
settled. Immediately after the rejection of Dubuc’s memorandum, the
physiocratic organ, the Journal d’agriculture, commerce et finances (edited
by Dupont de Nemours), published it in extenso in December 1765
under the title ‘Mémoire sur 1'étendue & les bornes des loix prohibi-
tives du commerce étranger dans nos colonies.’®? How exactly the
physiocrats got hold of it is unknown, but it is plausible that Choiseul
and Dubuc had passed it to them - particularly given Quesnay’s close
links to Versailles (he was the physician of Madame de Pompadour). As
Chaussinand-Nogaret has noted, Choiseul often availed himself of the
enlightened sector in his administration to prepare public opinion for
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a new policy. This had been the case in 1763 when Choiseul commis-
sioned Abbé Morellet to publish a piece arguing for the liberalisation of
the press. Likewise, in 1764, he used Turgot, Dupont de Nemours and
Trudaine to prepare the ground for the edict authorising the free expor-
tation of grain.®3

After the publication of Dubuc’s memorandum, each issue of the
journal carried articles on colonial regulations until June 1766. To
present both sides of the argument, the first article was a defence of
the Exclusif, to which the journal had added counterarguments in the
footnotes (the footnotes were written by Le Mercier de la Riviére, who
had started writing for the journal in November 1765, under the name
of M.G.%). After yet another defence of the Exclusif in the March issue,
Quesnay published his response to the debate in April. Entitling his
article ‘Remarques sur 'opinion de l'auteur de L'esprit des lois concer-
nant les Colonies’, Quesnay used Montesquieu’s justification of the
Colbertian system in L'esprit des lois as a means to combat supporters of
the Exclusif. Montesquieu had maintained that the goal of establishing
colonies was the extension of commerce. As he had said, ‘It has been
established that only the metropole can trade with the colonies: and
that with good reason because the aim of the colonies (établissement)
has been the extension of commerce, not the foundation of a town or
a new empire’.% Quesnay would agree to this in part, but he noted that
the ultimate goal of this extension was ‘the greater good of the patrie’.
The greater good of the patrie, however, was not best served by the
Exclusif.5¢ To prove this, Quesnay pointed to what he saw as a vagueness
in Montesquieu’s argument. He stressed that Montesquieu had been
unclear when speaking about ‘the metropole’, ‘colonies’, and their recip-
rocal commerce.®” As he said, ‘It does not seem that he [Montesquieu]
has noticed the difference in applying the word metropole to a republic
of merchants or an agricultural empire where one has to distinguish
between the sovereign, the state, the nation and the merchants who
trade overseas and from which emerges different interests which needs
to be regulated by a government conforming to the constitution of
society.’®® Quesnay then listed different types of colonies, some of which
could be subjected to monopoly trade. However, when he spoke of the
French Antilles, he noted, “The colonies are no more dependent on the
metropole than the provinces of the metropole are dependent on each
other. And yet the commerce of these provinces happens freely between
each other and outside’. Quesnay then stressed that the contribution of
the colonies derived from their agricultural production. They, like the
domestic provinces, should therefore be subjected to a system of free
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trade as well, given that free trade allowed for the highest level of agri-
cultural production.®

Itis important to understand why Quesnay found it necessary to repeat
what he and Mirabeau had already explained in La philosophie rurale.
The rejection of Dubuc’s memorandum showed how rooted the view of
the metropole’s exclusive right to trade in the colonies was in France.
Even in the opus of the Enlightenment, the Encyclopédie, the conven-
tional vision prevailed. In the Encyclopédie, Forbonnais had authored the
article ‘Colonies’. Here he had divided colonies into six classes, with
the first four pertaining to the premodern period. The fifth type was
defined as trade stations on the coast of Africa and in the East Indies;
the sixth type was that of the Americas. With respect to these colonies,
Forbonnais stated, ‘These colonies were established only for the usages
of the metropole, it therefore follows: 1° That they should be immedi-
ately dependent on and protected by the metropole. 2° That commerce
should be exclusive to the founders.” Later on, Forbonnais explained
that free trade in the colonies was ‘to steal from the metropole’.”” Thus,
other political economists writing for the Encyclopédie did not neces-
sarily deviate on this matter from the view of the port cities or the view
of Colbert.”!

Within a year after the debate in the Journal d’agriculture, commerce
et finances, the Crown authorised the opening of two free ports in
the Caribbean, one at Mole Saint-Nicolas and one on Saint-Lucie. At
these ports, the colonies could purchase wood, animals and hides from
foreigners in exchange for syrups and taffias. Free ports were nothing
new in the Caribbean. The Dutch and the Danish had used such ports
to gain access to foreign markets for decades. They had, however, never
appeared in the French colonial context. As Bertie Mandelblatt shows in
this volume, the establishment of free ports in the French Caribbean was
partly due to the failure to turn French Guyana into a source of provision
for the Antilles. Yet it was also a result of the acceptance that the needs
of the colonies should be accommodated. Speaking of the instalment
of the free ports, Chaussinand-Nogaret states that ‘the colonial ethos
had transformed, from then on the rights of the colonies to prosperity
had been recognised and the royal administration sought to ameliorate
the well-being of the inhabitants’.”? With reference to this transition,
rooted in a shift from the Exclusif to the Exclusif mitigé, Jean Tarrade
stressed that the efforts of the physiocrats had no role to play.”? This
claim seems peculiar, since it was only after Dubuc’s initially rejected
memorandum was taken up in the physiocratic journal that France
moved to a more liberalised version of the Exclusif. As a platform from
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which a liberalisation of the mercantile rapport between France and its
colonies was forcefully promoted, the physiocrats, as the only group of
intellectuals who persistently argued for such a transformation since the
late 1750s, could only have helped prepare the way for Choiseul and
Dubuc when they finally managed to have their decree passed in the
Conseil royal de commerce.

The colonial vision which the physiocrats promoted after the Seven
Years’” War turned out to be an inescapable critique of the French colo-
nial system. To the physiocrats, France would have to undergo a total
makeover in order to prosper as an agricultural empire. The means to
achieve this would be to treat colonies as if they were provinces of the
metropole and allow them to cultivate their land and develop their
riches within a system of free trade, with only a single land tax to pay as
their contribution to the general good of the empire. It would be up to
France to decide whether to follow these ideas or stick to the old struc-
ture. Daubigny observed long ago that after the Seven Years’ War the
colonial administration was faced with the choice between Quesnay and
Montesquieu.”* It could easily be argued that the manifest transition
from the Exclusif to the Exclusif mitigé in 1767, embodied in the estab-
lishment of the free ports, Carénage in St. Lucie and Mole Saint-Nicolas
at Saint-Domingue, signalled that the choice had fallen in Quesnay’s
favour. These measures, however, cannot be claimed a physiocratic
victory since trade with the colonies remained heavily regulated. In fact,
only for a brief period during the French Revolution, when the commer-
cial restrictions on the colonies were entirely ignored, did the colonies
enjoy free trade. The view that colonies were ‘overseas provinces’ briefly
triumphed during the French Revolution. The Constitution of the year
III, article 6, stated that the French colonies were part and parcel of
the Republic and subject to the same constitutional laws. Yet both the
Exclusif and the subservience of the colonies to the metropole remained
an integral feature of nineteenth-century French colonial policy,
with slight modifications and the new misleading name of the Pacte
Coloniale. In the mid-twentieth century, French colonies and provinces
would again acquire a similar status with the creation of the DOM-TOM
(Départements et Territoires D’outre-Mer).”> These latter changes are
often seen as pertaining to France’s ‘second’ empire, or even pertaining
to the period of decolonisation. However, the conceptual foundations
of these changes go back at least to the French colonial crisis of the
Seven Years’ War when a handful of political economists were trying to
promote a new vision for the French colonial empire, one in which the
empire would be in line with the natural order.
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Adam Smith on American
Economic Development and
the Future of the European
Atlantic Empires

Thomas Hopkins

‘The discovery of America, and that of a passage to the East Indies by
the Cape of Good Hope,” Adam Smith told readers of An Inquiry into the
Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ‘are the two greatest and most
important events recorded in the history of mankind.” They had served,
in certain respects at least, to unite ‘the most distant parts of the world’,
and in so doing had opened the way to an era of global commerce. And
yet, Smith continued, noting the relatively recent date of those discov-
eries, ‘it is impossible that the whole extent of their consequences can
have been seen’.! In view of the great crisis shaking the British Atlantic
Empire in the 1770s, few of Smith’s contemporaries would have staked a
claim to any certainty regarding the future relations between European
nations, their colonies and the wider world. Certainly one way of struc-
turing those relations, the idea of empire, appeared in Britain’s case to
be gravely threatened by the unprecedented strain placed upon metro-
politan-colonial ties by the cost of victory in the Seven Years’ War. Smith
we know to have been ‘very zealous in American affairs’, and numerous
studies have attempted to situate him within the contemporary debate
over these ‘present disturbances’.? The general thrust of Smith’s critique
of the colonial trading regime is, perhaps, sufficiently well known to need
little exposition; as Donald Winch has argued, it forms ‘part and parcel
of Smith’s attack on the “monopolising spirit” of the mercantile system,
and his general case for free trade between nations’.> More problematic,
however, has been the question of how this economic analysis relates to
Smith’s assessment of the politics of empire. Winch saw Smith’s concern

53



54 Thomas Hopkins

with America as primarily prompted by a fear of factionalism, whether
driven by the American colonists themselves or by the mercantile class
in Britain, which he identified with a civic republican tradition running
through Montesquieu, Hume and Madison.* Peter Miller’s more recent
account of the idea of the ‘common good’ in eighteenth-century Britain,
however, places Smith beyond the ‘limits of the civic tradition’ in his
writings on America. The idea of a commonality of interests between
Britain and America, such as could be construed within the republican
idiom of the common good at least, had begun to break down by the
1760s. To Miller, Smith’s political economy represents an attempt to put
‘natural liberty’ in the place of the ‘common good’ as the guiding light of
modern politics, and by extension of metropolitan-colonial relations.®

However, the analysis of European colonisation offered in the Wealth
of Nations appears to point beyond this immediate context to a vision
of colonial development that would set a term to European imperial
pretensions, regardless of the outcome of the Anglo-American revolt.
Smith saw before Europe a future prospect of relative economic decline
in the face of the rising agrarian-based economies of the New World,
a decline prompted not so much by the ill effects of the mercantile
system as by the very nature of the colonial societies themselves, when
conceived as possessed of unique capacities for rapid demographic and
economic growth. This went beyond the problem of how sovereignty
could be exercised over the most distant provinces of an empire. The
long-term question was whether the radically divergent economic paths
the two continents appeared to be on would admit of European impe-
rial rule at all. In Smith’s hands the political economy of the modern
settler colony was elevated to the status of a major problem of eight-
eenth-century political science. This essay traces the development of his
analysis of the particularity of the American economic experience as an
account of divergence from a putative ‘natural order’. Unlike Europe,
however, dependent on commerce as a stimulus to growth, there was to
be nothing ‘retrograde’ about America’s developmental trajectory. Land,
and the knowledge of how best to cultivate it, would propel the colonies
to economic greatness. The political implications of the coming reversal
of power were, as will be seen, harder for Smith to gauge.

There were two kinds of advantages, according to Smith, that could in
general be expected by metropolitan powers from their colonial empires.
The first kind consisted of the general benefits to be had from the govern-
ance of empire: firstly, the contribution made by the provinces subject
to its dominion to the general defence of the empire, and secondly, the
contribution of revenue for the support of civil government. Neither
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of these benefits, however, had been generally enjoyed by the modern
European empires, for which the defence and governance of American
colonies had proved more a charge upon the mother country than a
boon.® One could of course hope to reform this imperial system. In
Britain’s case, the union that Smith proposed between Britain, Ireland,
and the American colonies, the integration, as it were, of the empire
into the British constitution, might provide a means of extending the
taxation system to all of its provinces and spreading the burden more
equitably.” However, by 1776, as Smith acknowledged, in practical terms
this proposal could appear as little more than a new Utopia, even if ‘not
more useless and chimerical than the old one’.® The onus thus appeared
to fall on the second kind of advantage, namely those advantages that
were supposed to derive from the ‘peculiar’ nature of the American
colonies, that is, their subjection to an exclusive trading regime, the
economic advantage of which to the mother country, Smith was keen to
urge, was purely illusory.’

To be sure, as Smith noted in discussing the English Navigation Acts
of the mid-seventeenth century, economic advantage is not the only
criterion that may determine policy. The pressing needs of maritime
defence dictated measures intended to secure not the expansion of
foreign commerce, but a national monopoly of shipping that served as
a bulwark of military rather than commercial superiority. ‘As defence,
however, is of much more importance than opulence,” Smith argued,
‘the act of navigation is, perhaps, the wisest of all the commercial
regulations of England’.!° Pace the more doctrinaire interpretations of
Smith’s defence of free trade, he was far from insensible to the various
demands that politics might (necessarily) make on the economy. Smith
nevertheless had little difficulty in distinguishing the monopoly on
entry into Britain’s ports, a monopoly that could be justified in the light
of national defence, from the monopoly on colonial trade. In the latter
case, the cost of defending the monopoly itself outweighed whatever
benefits might derive from its maintenance.!!

Notwithstanding the sceptical light under which he cast them, the
distinction Smith drew between the ‘common advantages’ of empire
and the ‘peculiar advantages’ of the American colonies was a significant
one, suggestive of the conceptual ties that had served to make colonies so
central a preoccupation for writers on political economy in the previous
half century. AsMontesquieu had noted in book XXI of De I’Esprit des Lois,
the modern colonies in the New World presented certain novelties when
compared with the practice of the ancients, or indeed that of the back-
ward Spanish who had first arrived in the Americas. Modern colonies,
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Montesquieu argued, had been established not to found a new city, or
even a new empire, but purely to further the extension of commerce.
As a corollary of this, they were held in dependence by their mother
countries, a dependence of which there were but few examples in the
ancient world, in order to best secure the advantages of this trade to the
metropolis, and to deny them to other nations.!? This neatly captured
the prevailing logic of over a century of debate on the utility of colonies:
their integration into what Smith termed ‘the system of commerce’, and
Hume, rather more pithily, ‘jealousy of trade’. Commerce had become
one of the foundations of modern empire; empire in its turn had been
asked to reciprocate. This was not a new observation; the importance
of Montesquieu’s account lay rather in his historicisation of this fact of
modern political life. The link between commerce and colonies was a
product of the rise of modern trading republics and monarchies in the
course of the seventeenth century and the ensuing bid to marshal trade
in the service of national power. Coupled with the discovery of America,
this had opened up the way not merely to the foundation of new colo-
nies, but also to the emergence of a new kind of colony, its very exist-
ence bound up with the fate of the exclusive European trade regimes.

This form of commercial imperialism had certainly marked the rise of
the Dutch Republic and England in the seventeenth century and, as the
continued restrictions on colonial trade in place in each of the European
empires bore witness, remained of great importance in setting the terms
of public policy. However, as Istvan Hont has shown, the Colbertian
experiment in France, notwithstanding its failings, had worked a very
significant shift in political economic thought, reorientating debate
toward the preconditions for the advancement of domestic economic
growth.!? In the writings of early to mid-eighteenth-century neo-Col-
bertian theorists, we can see the new emphasis on the importance of
encouraging population growth and agricultural expansion start to alter
the terms of the colony debate, with greater attention given to the agri-
cultural and human resources of the colonies.

This is evident in the work of Franc¢ois Véron Duverger de Forbonnais,
an influential member of the ‘Gournay school’ of political economists,
so-called after the prominent financier around whom its members clus-
tered. Charged with writing the article ‘Colonie’ for the third volume
of D’Alembert and Diderot’s Encyclopédie, Forbonnais produced a text
that was still being cited as a guide to colonial policy in France as late
as the 1940s.' In it he identified no fewer than six distinct forms that
a colony might take. In general, he explained, we should understand
by the word colonie simply ‘the movement of a people, or of a part of a
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people from one country to another’.!> This meant that one could justly
call colonies the migrations of peoples after the biblical flood, the flight
of Greek colonists from overcrowded or politically disturbed cities to
more sparsely populated regions, the conquests of Rome or Alexander,
the mass migrations of barbarian peoples, the peopling of trading
entrepOts by commercial peoples, and the modern settlement of the
Americas by European migrants.!6 It was these last two that he identi-
fied as the forms of colonisation undertaken by the moderns; although,
given that the colony as entrep0t was a familiar enough concept from
the ancient Mediterranean, it was only the colonies of settlement that
could be regarded as unique in their modernity. In singling these forms
out, he would appear to have been following the example of J.-F. Melon,
whose Essai politique sur le commerce had been published to widespread
acclaim in 1736. Melon had taken a commercial objective in the foun-
dation of colonies to be axiomatic, but he had nevertheless sought to
distinguish between colonies established as entrepdts and colonies
where a conquering nation undertook to ‘repeople’ the land it had
conquered. It was the latter that Melon took to be the common model
in the Americas, particularly in the case of the Spanish colonies. There
was little room here for Montesquieu’s distinction between a Spanish
empire of conquest and the commercial colonies of other nations. The
only difference to Melon had been the foolishness of the Spanish in
depopulating their own country in a bid to people America. The French
and English had proceeded more gradually, and more wisely. In essence,
Forbonnais adopted Melon’s distinction when it came to discussing the
colonies of the moderns and developed it further in his own Elemens du
commerce of 1754. There were colonies for commerce alone, he argued,
and colonies for commerce and agriculture. The former were known to
the ancients; the latter were a product of the discovery, and conquest,
of America.

Forbonnais remained a staunch defender of the subordination of
colonies to the metropolis, going so far as to urge their abandonment
if they entered into competition with metropolitan industry or agri-
culture.'” In this respect, whatever emphasis he placed on agricultural
settlement as the defining characteristic of Europe’s American colonies,
he remained committed to the principles of commerce and depend-
ency that Montesquieu had outlined. However, in emphasising the
agricultural nature of the modern American colonies, he added a third
component to their ‘peculiarity’, and one moreover that in other hands
was beginning to lead to a reconsideration of just how essential either
commerce or dependence were to the colonies. As Roge argues elsewhere
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in this volume, the emergence of physiocracy in France from the late
1750s led to an attack on the Exclusif, an attempt to reconceive colonies
as provinces within the body politic proper, and a demand that agricul-
ture be given primacy over commerce in the development of the colo-
nial economy - the restoration of what Mirabeau, in L’Ami des hommes,
written prior to his encounter with the works of Quesnay, had referred
to as the ‘system of population’.!

At the same time, the agricultural potential of the vast expanses of land
as yet uncultivated in the Americas, and the projected size of the popu-
lation such a territory could sustain, were likewise becoming matters of
increasing public debate in Britain and its empire, a debate that only
intensified as it became clear that victory in the Seven Years’ War bid fair
to give Britain unchallenged supremacy in continental North America.
In 1760, Benjamin Franklin published his Observations Concerning the
Increase of Mankind, Peopling of Countries, &c., although the text had been
circulating in manuscript since 1751.1° It was, like so many of the publi-
cist’s works, a short piece, and was somewhat overshadowed by the cele-
brated dispute on ancient and modern demographics between Robert
Wallace and David Hume.?° Franklin’s argument lacked the subtlety of
Wallace and Hume’s explorations of the myriad of factors whose inter-
play could determine population growth, but at its core lay a concern
that the two Scots barely addressed: how demographic models might
work in the very different environment of America. The key, Franklin
stressed, was land. Land was the necessary basis for sustaining a popula-
tion; its relative scarcity determined the size of a population. In Europe
most land was already under the plough, and the scope for further
expansion of the population was limited. In America, however, land was
freely available to all who would work it; hence it was easy to support a
family, marriages were earlier, and population growth was more rapid.

At the time of its writing, Franklin’s Observations appears to have been
directed principally against the perceived threat of the rising number
of German-speaking immigrants into Pennsylvania and other colonies.
Since America was destined to support an immense population, it was
incumbent upon Britain to ensure that that population was English
speaking and preferably English by origin (since they constituted ‘the
principal Body of White People on the Face of the Earth’).?! However, as
the slow-moving crisis over taxation of the colonies gathered pace in the
1760s, the future populousness of America took on a new importance.
Already by 1767, in a letter to the Scottish jurist and historian Lord
Kames, Franklin was darkly hinting at the reversal in power relations
such an increase in population must bring: America ‘will in a less time
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than is generally conceiv’d be able to shake off any Shackles that may be
impos’d on her, and perhaps place them on the Imposers’.?2 Proposals
for a parliamentary union between Britain and the colonies did not
lessen the potential for upheaval that such a reversal could bring, for, to
some at least, it appeared to hold the prospect that the seat of empire
would one day follow the logic of population, wealth, and power and
transfer itself to an American city.?®> An ‘idle Dream’, wrote the English
political economist Josiah Tucker sourly in 1774. But nevertheless, his
dismissiveness did not derive from any scepticism regarding America’s
future prosperity, but from his belief that ‘it is much more probable,
were Things to come to such a dreadful Crisis, that the English would
rather submit to a French Yoke, than to an American; as being the less
Indignity of the two.” A Newtonian analogy sprung to mind: Britain was
more likely to gravitate toward the continent of Europe than toward
that of America.?*

Smith was markedly less sceptical about the possibility of such a trans-
lation of power than Tucker. In the event of a union, he suggested, the
colonists could indeed ‘flatter’ themselves with such a prospect.

Such has hitherto been the rapid progress of that country in wealth,
population and improvement, that in the course of little more than
a century, perhaps, the produce of American might exceed that of
British taxation. The seat of the empire would then naturally remove
itself to that part of the empire which contributed most to the general
defence and support of the whole.?®

Taxation was the key. The principal source of revenue to the state
must be the principal source and seat of power. This made the relative
economic prospects of Britain and America of signal importance to the
future of the colonies’ political relationship with the mother country.
This was not something that could be determined solely through refer-
ence to the trading regime operative between the two. As Franklin’s
essay suggested, American economic development had a dynamic of
its own that derived, in essence, not from being either commercial or
dependent, but from Forbonnais’ additional characteristic — that is, from
being agricultural. Smith, however, went much further than Franklin in
an attempt to explain American prosperity and follow through its impli-
cations. In the chapter ‘On Colonies’ in book IV of the Wealth of Nations,
he attempted to integrate colonial America into the broader models of
economic development presented in his work, and in so doing he forth-
rightly set out his own understanding of American ‘peculiarity’. Smith’s
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strategy, we might say, was twofold: firstly to tie the colonies into a
conceptual ‘natural order’, using this model to explain the trajectory of
American development; and secondly, by tying this model to the ‘Greek’
ideal that had emerged from earlier writers, he appears to have been
trying to advance what may be termed an anti-imperial conception of
colonies.

It has long been recognised that central to the development of
political economy in the later eighteenth century was the elaboration
of ideal-type models of socioeconomic development, and exploration
of the ways in which European historical development diverged from
such a conjectured ‘natural order’. These models have been fruitfully
studied for the light they shed on the conceptual apparatus available to
contemporaries in explaining the origins of complex human societies,
and, significantly for historians of empire, in accounting for the way of
life of the ‘rude nations’ encountered in the Americas and elsewhere.2%
The importance of such models in Smith’s works, and the importance of
Smith in the development of the study of this ‘history of civil society’,
was quite apparent to his contemporaries. In his encomium on the lately
deceased Smith, Dugald Stewart attempted to explain the nature and
purpose of what he termed Smith’s ‘Theoretical or Conjectural History": ‘In
examining the history of mankind,” he wrote, ‘as well as in examining
the phenomena of the material world, when we cannot trace the process
by which an event has been produced, it is often of importance to be able
to show how it may have been produced by natural causes’. How so? By
extrapolation from ‘the known principles of human nature’.?’

The most significant of such models for Smith’s work was what we
have come to know as the four-stages theory — baldly speaking, the
idea that human societies, as they grow and increase the pressure upon
resources, pass successively through four modes of subsistence: hunting,
pasturage, agriculture, and a little more ambiguously, commerce. Yet if
such a progression could be extrapolated from ‘the known principles
of human nature’, that extrapolation long predated Smith. Thanks to
the work of Istvan Hont, Knud Haakonssen, Nicholas Phillipson, and
other scholars, we now have quite a detailed picture of what Hont has
called ‘the intimate continuity between earlier natural law theories
of property and Smith’s four-stage theory of history’.?® It is therefore
unsurprising that Smith’s stadial theory is most fully developed in the
unpublished Lectures on Jurisprudence rather than in either The Theory
of Moral Sentiments or the Wealth of Nations itself. It can be argued that
the model provides the framework within which Smith operates in the
latter work, yet aside from the discussion of the origin and development
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of government and police in book V, one would be hard-pressed to
identify a detailed exposition. Smith’s concern in the Wealth of Nations
was primarily with the final two stages of the model, agriculture and
commerce, and the relationship between the two was, for Smith, as
for so many writers on political economy in the eighteenth century, a
concern of the utmost importance.

This becomes clear in the account he gave of ‘The different Progress
of Opulence in the different Nations’, the subject that forms book III of
the work. The first question he turned to concerned ‘the natural progress
of Opulence’, and his account here, not surprisingly, followed the logic
of the natural order suggested by the four-stages theory. Agriculture
naturally develops first, manufacturing and commerce follow in its
wake for reasons that are quite simple: ‘As subsistence is, in the nature
of things, prior to convenience and luxury, so the industry which
procures the former, must necessarily be prior to that which ministers
to the latter.” In order for towns, the centres of commerce to arise,
there had to be an agricultural surplus capable of supporting them:
this was the ‘order of things which necessity imposes in general’.?® It
was also something of a commonplace and could provide the foun-
dation for systems of political economy as different from Smith'’s
own as those of Sir James Steuart or the physiocrats. Smith’s account,
however, continued in a direction that, as Hont has argued, aligned
him in important ways not with these latter but with the proponents
of neo-Colbertism in France. The natural progress of opulence may be
from agriculture to commerce, but that was not to say that the natural
order could not be subverted. In Europe this was exactly what had
happened. The introduction of feudalism into the post-Roman world,
that barbarism that so fascinated the historians of civil society in the
eighteenth century, had significantly impeded the development of
agriculture, as the feudal nobility engrossed land to themselves. Yet
the impasse, which the growth of the European economy might seem
to have reached in such a situation, was broken, not by any encour-
agement to agriculture, but by the stimulus provided to the growth of
commerce and the towns by long-distance trade with the East. Europe’s
economic development had been commercially driven, not dependent
upon the expansion of the agricultural sector. This is not the place to
follow Smith’s account on this score in detail, or to follow the policy
implications that issued from it.3° For our purposes what is impor-
tant to stress is Smith’s insistence on the ‘unnatural and retrograde’
order of these developments (which is not to say that he sought their
reversal). In bucking the natural, because logically necessary, model of
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development, he argued, Europe had committed itself to a less than
optimal rate of growth.

Tellingly, in this account of the emergence of the ‘unnatural and retro-
grade order’ in Europe, the greatest problems were seen to emerge from
the success of the feudal nobility in engrossing land to themselves. Smith
was not intrinsically hostile to the landlord class, but he was insistent
that for agriculture to flourish one needed an active market in land.
Where little land was available, rent, even on unimproved and uncul-
tivated land, would inevitably be high, a situation that would tend not
only to discourage the improvement of land in itself but would place
considerable pressure on the wages of labour, hardly an encouragement
to the increase of population. When Smith turned to the question of
colonies in book IV, his prescription for a flourishing colony reads in
some ways as a simple negation of the pressures operating in medieval
Europe: ‘Plenty of good land, and liberty to manage their own affairs
their own way, seem to be the two great causes of the prosperity of all new
colonies’.?! This would seem to be simply a restatement of the precondi-
tions of the ‘system of natural liberty’ that is the underlying assumption
of the ‘natural progress of opulence’. Nicholas Phillipson has described
this as ‘Smith’s masterstroke’ — employing the American colonial experi-
ence ‘as the classic, and indeed the only possible example of a society
whose progress had been rapid and natural by comparison with that of
Europe’.3?> However, a closer look swiftly reveals that Smith was ready
to make a somewhat more pointed claim than this would suggest. ‘The
colony of a civilized nation’, he laid it down, ‘which takes possession,
either of a waste country, or of one so thinly inhabited, that the natives
easily give place to the new settlers, advances more rapidly to wealth
and greatness than any other human society’.>®> Smith’s move here was
significant. He was setting up a contrast between the idea of the colony
as the offshoot of a ‘civilized nation’, implying, as the phrase does in
this context, a modern, commercial society, and a ‘waste country’; but
he went further in bringing these two terms together, suggesting that
their interaction gives colonial society a claim to the status of a unique
form of human society, distinguished principally by its potential for
rapid growth.

The explanation for this potential continued to be structured around
the initial contrast, and, in elaborating, Smith in effect was concerned
with drawing out two sets of comparative advantage (to use the term
in a somewhat looser sense than that associated with Ricardo) born of
this interaction. The first such advantage must be seen as relative to
ordinary human societies in the first stages of their development, at the
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hunting or pastoral stage, where agriculture has yet to be established, or,
in what was something of a term of art, relative to ‘savage and barbarous
nations’:

The colonists carry out with them a knowledge of agriculture and
of other useful arts, superior to what can grow up in the course of
many centuries among savage and barbarous nations. They carry out
with them too the habit of subordination, some notion of the regular
government which takes place in their own country, of the system of
laws which support it, and of a regular administration of justice; and
they naturally establish something of the same kind in the new settle-
ment. But among savage and barbarous nations, the natural progress
of law and government is still slower than the natural progress of arts,
after law and government have been so far established as is necessary
for their protection.3*

The status of the colony as an offshoot of a ‘civilized nation’ gives the
colonists, at least potentially, access to a body of knowledge that would,
in the natural course of things, take a new society many ages to acquire.
Significantly, Smith divided this knowledge into two categories: firstly, ‘a
knowledge of agriculture and of other useful arts’, which, one may well
suppose, constitute the principal advantage the colonists would enjoy
over a preagricultural society when faced with wasteland to be culti-
vated. Yet in fact it is to the second category of knowledge that Smith
assigned priority: ‘the habit of subordination’, and knowledge of their
country’s law and government. One must be careful here; Smith was
not suggesting that law and government are found uniquely in an agri-
cultural or commercial society, and in the Lectures on Jurisprudence and
in book V of the Wealth of Nations he devoted considerable attention to
the progress of law and government in ‘savage and barbarous nations’.
The point at issue is the extent to which law and government have been
‘so far established for [the] protection of agriculture and the other arts’.
A bare knowledge of agriculture is not enough: institutional support,
and, one is tempted to add, the support of mores, must be in place if this
knowledge is to be productively used. In the natural progress of society,
such developments arise slowly, but in tandem. It is the peculiar blessing
of a colonial society to be confronted with a preagricultural environ-
ment when it is already well placed to exploit its full potential.3

A corollary should be added to this. In the text known as the Early
Draft of the Wealth of Nations, believed to date from 1762, Smith made
the point that ‘a nation is not always in a condition to imitate and copy
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the inventions and improvements of its more wealthy neighbours; the
application of these frequently requiring a stock with which it is not
furnished’.?¢ This was, Smith acknowledged, a problem facing new colo-
nies. ‘New colonies’, he noted in the published Wealth of Nations, ‘are
always understocked. Their capital is much less than what they could
employ with great profit and advantage to the improvement and culti-
vation of their land’. However, once again, their status as offshoots of a
larger society in some measure works to alleviate this problem, through
the opportunity it presents for borrowing the capital they need from the
mother country.’” Smith was sceptical, to say the least, that the success
of the colonists in this regard would be to the advantage of their credi-
tors, or to the metropolis more generally, yet it represented a further
important respect in which colonists, presented with a waste country,
enjoyed advantages unknown in the natural order of progress.

There is a certain superficial resemblance in the stress laid on the
‘waste’ status of the land to be colonised by the apologetics for European
conquest offered by writers such as John Locke. Smith’s characterisation
of the colonists taking possession of a ‘waste country, or of one so thinly
inhabited, that the natives easily give place to the new settlers’ is apt to
raise such suspicions. The analogy, however, is misleading. For Locke
the issue was a question of right. The failure (as he characterised it) by
the indigenous peoples of America to cultivate the land on which they
dwelt signalled a neglect of the divinely derived obligation to improve
the earth, the foundation of property rights in land. Uncultivated
land properly speaking had no possessor by right, and the claims of
European settlers against Native Americans were thus perfectly just.38
Smith, however, had little time for such apologetics; he was quite clear
that the European conquest of America represented a grave injustice to
the indigenous inhabitants and was purely the result of an accidental
military preponderance, which may in future be overturned. The stress
he placed upon ‘waste country’, whilst undoubtedly intended to chime
with the common characterisation of pre-Columbian America, was not
intended to establish a precedence of right to whomsoever should first
put the land to the plough. Rather, it served to establish the basis of
the extraordinary potential for growth he attributed to colonial socie-
ties. That something of a polemical purpose underlay this equation is
not in doubt, and this is an issue that we shall have cause to return to.
However, it remains to explore the second set of comparative advantages
that resulted from this concatenation of ‘waste country’ and ‘civilized
nations’, advantages in this case relative to the societies from which the
colonists first issued.
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From this perspective, it is not from the colonists’ origins that the
advantage derives, but from their new environment. We return to the
importance of land:

Every colonist gets more land than he can possibly cultivate. He has
no rent, and scarce any taxes to pay. No landlord shares with him in
its produce, and the share of the sovereign is commonly but a trifle.
He has every motive to render as great as possible a produce, which
is thus to be almost entirely his own. But his land is commonly so
extensive, that with all his own industry, and with all the industry of
other people whom he can employ, he can seldom make it produce
the tenth part of what it is capable of producing. He is eager, there-
fore, to collect labourers from all quarters, and to reward them with
the most liberal wages. But those liberal wages, joined to the plenty
and cheapness of land, soon make those labourers leave him in order
to become landlords themselves, and to reward, with equal liber-
ality, other labourers, who soon leave them for the same reason that
they left their first master. The liberal reward of labour encourages
marriage. The children, during the tender years of infancy, are well
fed and properly taken care of, and when they are grown up, the value
of their labour greatly overpays their maintenance. When arrived at
maturity, the high price of labour and the low price of land, enable
them to establish themselves in the same manner as their fathers did
before them.*0

This is, as was previously suggested, a complete reversal of the situa-
tion that produced the ‘unnatural and retrograde order’ of Europe. In a
colony there is an abundance of cheap land, which as Smith noted has
the crucial knock-on effect of drastically raising the price of labour. The
upshot, as Smith argued, is that whereas in developed countries ‘rent
and profits eat up wages, and the two superior orders of people oppress
the inferior one’, in new colonies, at least where the inferior order is not
in a state of slavery, ‘the interest of the two superior orders obliges them
to treat the inferior one with more generosity and humanity’, a great
encouragement to the increase of population.*!

That proviso, however, excluding those in the state of slavery from
this model, is crucial. In the immediate context of his discussion of
colonies, Smith was curiously reserved on this subject. He explained
at some length his conviction that slaves are treated better under an
arbitrary government, such as that of France, which has the power
to intervene in the affairs of their masters, than under a government
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such as Britain’s, where the masters enjoy greater liberty.*> However,
he did not enter into detail on the subject of the profitability, or other-
wise, of colonial slavery. David Hume’s essay, ‘On the Populousness
of Ancient Nations’, had begun a considerable debate on the ques-
tion of whether slavery retarded the growth of a society, a debate to
which other writers on political economy, such as Sir James Steuart,
devoted considerable attention.** Smith’s comments in the Wealth of
Nations, however, were sparing. He agreed with Hume in supposing
slavery to limit economic growth, noting in the case of Rome how
slavery deprived free labourers of employment.** It seems clear that
he regarded slavery as an expense, rather than an asset, noting in
book III that it was only the great profits of the sugar and tobacco
plantations in the Caribbean and in North America that allowed them
the luxury of slave labour. Slavery was an indulgence of the ‘pride of
man’ and his desire to domineer over others, and in this sense it stood
outside the logic of the costs of labour. Smith’s evasiveness regarding
American slavery in the context of economic and demographic growth
would thus seem to suggest a desire to minimise the importance of an
institution whose negative consequences in these regards he explic-
itly accepted. Slavery, an increasingly important feature of American
reality, appeared to have little place in the ideal-type of colony that
Smith was keen to present.

What, then, were the characteristics of the ‘American order’? In the
first place, the motor of economic development, following the logic
of the hypothetical ‘natural order’, was agriculture, as opposed to the
commerce-driven European economy with its suboptimal growth rates.
Secondly, American society is more egalitarian thanks to the opportuni-
ties for land ownership available, and this, following a logic familiar
enough from Wallace and Hume, was itself a great incentive to popu-
lation growth. This would certainly suggest a strong endorsement of
America’s potential for economic growth, whatever the consequences
of that may prove to be. However, what of the pernicious effects of the
colonial monopolies, Smith’s critique of which has attracted so much
scholarly attention, such as the exclusive trading companies, the restric-
tions on shipping or the imposition of tariff barriers? Surely these must
represent a considerable check on the American economy, as they did
on that of the mother country. Smith, however, was careful to minimise
the impact of the monopolies on the colonies, at least for the present
time, partly by downplaying the real efficacy of imperial control over
the colonies, and partly by pointing to their lack of dependence, in their
current situation, on trade to fuel expansion.
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The first of these strategies was based not only on a careful assimila-
tion of the American case to a ‘natural’ model of colonial development,
but also in an insistence on the possibility of colonies existing outside
of an imperial framework. Smith captured this distinction rather neatly
in appealing to the classical precedents available. In Latin, colonia, to be
sure, signified simply a ‘plantation’, a settlement of citizens or subjects
amongst a conquered population that would remain subordinate to
the mother city of Rome.*> Yet there was another example one could
draw upon for a very different sense of the nature of a colony. In the
Greek world colonies had owed no obedience to their mother cities,
and if they were to be considered as the children of the metropolis,
they were, he noted, ‘emancipated’ children. Greek colonies were not
founded amidst a conquered population, but in ‘remote and distant’
Italy and Asia Minor, at the time inhabited by ‘barbarous and uncivi-
lized [i.e., easily displaced] nations’. The very term used in Greek
(amouyla), ‘signifies a separation of dwelling, a departure from home, a
going out of the house’.*¢

There was, of course, nothing new in appealing to antiquity when
attempting to understand the empires of the modern world. The
ancient world, Anthony Pagden has written, exercised an ‘imagina-
tive dependency’ over the minds of the theorists of colonial empire of
modern Europe; Rome in particular provided them with ‘the language
and political models they required’.*” By the mid-eighteenth century,
however, the ancient world as it appeared in discussions of the question
of colonies had become a good deal more heterogeneous. Montesquieu
had seen a qualitative difference between the empire of Rome and the
colonies of the Greeks that had, in an earlier age, spread across the
Mediterranean. The latter, he suggested, had promoted the growth of
commerce, although this may not have been the object of their foun-
dation.*® Rome, however, was an empire of conquest: the Romans had
little taste for commerce. This distinction between Greece and Rome
when discussing the colonies of the ancient world had begun to emerge
in the seventeenth century in the writings of the natural jurists. Grotius
had noted that the colonies of the Greeks had only the loosest of obli-
gations toward their metropolis; Pufendorf had subsequently amplified
his arguments.*’ By 1745, when the French Académie royale des inscrip-
tions et belles lettres awarded their prize to Jean-Pierre Bougainville for
his subsequently influential Dissertation sur cette question, Quels étaient
les droits des Métropoles grecques sur leurs colonies, et les devoirs des colonies
envers les métropoles, a well-defined trope had been established: Greek
colonies had enjoyed autonomy from their mother cities, but the ties of
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a common origin had tended to make them faithful allies in war.5° Here
was a model of colonial government that appeared to offer an alternative
to the subordinate status imposed on colonies under the present system.
Unsurprisingly, it found favour amongst some of the advocates of the
Anglo-American colonists as their dispute with Britain escalated over
the course of the 1760s, to the extent that a defender of metropolitan
primacy like James Abercromby felt compelled to expend considerable
effort refuting the juridical basis for any comparison between Ancient
Greece and modern New England.>! Smith’s evocation of the colonies of
Greece was thus a loaded one.

With the Greek/Roman dichotomy in mind, Smith’s natural order
of colonial development takes on a new light. Let us recall his starting
point: ‘The colony of a civilized nation which takes possession, either
of a waste country, or of one so thinly inhabited, that the natives easily
give place to the new settlers, advances more rapidly to wealth and
greatness than any other human society.”>> Smith’s move here is signifi-
cant. In setting out his explanation of the prosperity of new colonies,
he has subtly steered the reader away from the Roman model of colo-
nisation, as occurring amongst a conquered population, toward what
he has previously outlined as the Greek ideal. The link is underlined as
Smith segues smoothly from the explanation of the causes of this pros-
perity into the statement that ‘the progress of many of the antient Greek
colonies towards wealth and greatness, seems accordingly [and note
here the implicit link to the model implied in “accordingly”] to have
been very rapid’, whilst the progress of the Roman colonies was ‘by no
means so brilliant’.>® However, his strategy becomes even clearer when
we discover his ultimate goal: the tying in of the colonies of modern
Europe, not to the Roman model, the archetypal imperial model, but to
those of Greece:

In the plenty of good land, the European colonies established in
America and the West Indies resemble, and even greatly surpass, those
of antient Greece. In their dependency upon the mother state they
resemble those of Rome; but their great distance from Europe has in
all of them alleviated more or less the effects of this dependency.

Distance, it would seem, is the solvent of imperial authority, and Smith
is able to state that the ‘progress of all the European colonies in wealth,
population, and improvement, has accordingly been very great’.>

Yet there was a complication involved in assimilating the model
of natural colonial development to the Greek example. The most
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significant feature of Smith’s account of Greek colonisation had been
the freedom Greek colonies enjoyed from metropolitan authority. We
have already seen how he attempted to sidestep this issue with regard
to the European colonies in America, asserting that distance had miti-
gated its impact. However, the logic of his arguments against mercan-
tilism and monopolies does indeed intervene at this point, pushing
him to draw explicitly a further condition of colonial prosperity. Not
only ‘plenty of good land’ but also ‘liberty to manage their own affairs
their own way’ were the conditions for colonial prosperity. This may
not come as any great surprise in a work dedicated to expounding
the ‘system of natural liberty’. However, it has interesting implica-
tions for consideration of Smith’s views on the relations between
colonies and empire. Each and every one of the European colonial
regimes, designed as they were to keep the colonies in some measure
dependent upon the metropolis, could reasonably be described as
illiberal trading regimes. Britain’s colonies may have suffered least
in this general pattern, but the regime to which they were subject
is only the ‘least illiberal’ amongst the European empires; it is not
positively endorsed. It is at this point that Smith’s examination of the
colonial issue really begins to engage with the ‘mercantilist’ policies
of the European states. In attempting to direct the economic devel-
opment of their colonies, particularly in so far as it concerns their
ability to trade freely in whatever and with whomsoever they wish,
European governments have not only damaged their own interests,
an issue which has received particular attention from scholars with
regard to Smith’s treatment of the British case, but have committed
a grave wrong against their colonies. They are a ‘badge of slavery’,
Smith claims, and contrary to the rights of nature: ‘To prohibit a great
people...from making all that they can of every part of their own
produce, or from employing their stock and industry in the way that
they judge most advantageous to themselves, is a manifest violation
of the most sacred rights of mankind.’>® There is an implicit tension
here between the needs of colonies, as a society that is already semi-
detached from its parent metropolis, and the demands of empire, and
it may be suggested that it is in this context that the Greek model
began to appear so attractive to Smith. In matching his model of the
natural development of a colony so closely to the example of Greece,
he had implicitly assimilated into it the crucial factor of Greek inde-
pendence from the metropolis. If, as he was careful to insist, the only
real contribution Europe had made to the development of her colo-
nies had been to form the character of their founders, what advantage



70 Thomas Hopkins

lay, to the colonies at least, in continued subjugation to European
empires? The ‘separation’ that characterised the Greek concept of a
colony began to look extremely attractive.

This would seem to take us back to the limiting effect of the mercan-
tile system on colonial development, making dissolution of the polit-
ical ties between colony and metropolis the precondition for future
growth. A note of caution must be sounded here, however. The effects
of the monopoly thus far had not, Smith noted, been terribly hurtful,
given the continuing abundance of land, and hence the limited need
for the colonies to engage themselves in manufacture and trade. True,
this abundance may not continue forever and metropolitan regulations
might appear under a worse light: ‘In a more advanced state they might
be really oppressive and insupportable.”” In the meantime, however,
agriculture was a sufficient basis for growth, and growth, moreover,
would ensure a decisive shift in the balance of political power between
colony and metropolis. It was this shift in power that promised at some
stage to upset the structures of imperial rule in each of the different
European Atlantic empires; the mercantile system might retard this
growth, but the potential of the Americas was such that it did not put
a stop to it.

It would be wrong to read into Smith’s insistence that Britain should
give up its colonies a simple endorsement of the objections of the
American colonists to the relationship of dependence in which they
were held. As Andrew Skinner has observed, it was the dynamic of
growth in both economies that necessitated some form of change in
the imperial relationship, and both economies had suffered from the
prerevolutionary arrangements.’® At one level, the abandonment of
empire by Britain, and by implication the other European states with
trans-Atlantic empires as well, represented a simple matter of self-in-
terest. The Wealth of Nations offered a comprehensive argument as to
how a nation such as Britain could maintain its economic strength
within a free trade economy: namely, through furthering the advan-
tages to be gained from an extensive division of labour, a strategy only
open to an economy already heavily capitalised. Colonial empires had
little to offer in this light, whilst the expenses they entailed appeared
rather clearer. However, Smith was well aware of the changes that the
recent centuries of colonisation had brought and would continue to
bring to the balance of global power. The destruction wrought upon
the peoples of the Americas and the East Indies was evident enough,
as in the latter case was the crippling economic burden that impe-
rial exploitation had placed upon the Indian subcontinent. In the
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American case, however, the destruction of the native peoples, whilst
denounced, was somewhat sidelined by the adoption of the image of
America as a waste country, allowing Smith to adopt, and apparently
vindicate, the Greek model of colonisation, redescribing it as the oper-
ation of a natural order of colonial development. What this pointed to
was an alternative route to economic power, one built not on the slow
accumulation of capital since the middle ages, but on the exploita-
tion of a vast and supposedly untapped supply of land. Uncertain as
the future may have appeared in 1776, the potential of the American
economy could not be ignored.
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Views from the South: Images
of Britain and Its Empire in
Portuguese and Spanish Political
Economic Discourse,

ca. 1740-1810

Gabriel Paquette

‘All European nations have improved themselves through reciprocal
imitation; each one carefully keeps watch over the actions taken
by the others. All of them take advantage of the utility of foreign
inventions’.!

‘I saw at Corufla a translation of Adam Smith on the Wealth of
Nations. What mutilations it may have undergone I know not, but
surely no mutilation can prevent such a work from producing good
in Spain’.?

In his farewell 1796 relacion from New Granada, the departing viceroy,
José de Ezpeleta, lamented that the deplorable state of Spain’s colo-
nies was attributable, in ‘no small measure, to the ignorance of gover-
nors in political and economic affairs’. Guided by ‘the military spirit’,
they treated their subjects with ‘more harshness than they would have
handled a regiment’. Instead, he argued, future cadres of colonial bureau-
crats should be selected from the diplomatic corps, which was composed
of men who were ‘perspicacious in matters commerce and navigation’.
Ezpeleta contended that a diplomat’s exposure to ‘advanced and indus-
trious nations’ would ensure that he would ‘undoubtedly attempt to
encourage the same ideas in America’. Furthermore, having observed
firsthand the ‘methods by which these nations extract great riches from
their colonies’, this new breed of administrator could ‘raise Spain’s
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empire to the same level of opulence’ as its rivals. Men accustomed to
‘observing usable roads, well-managed ports, easy navigation and flour-
ishing agriculture’, the viceroy argued, would pursue equivalent projects
in the colonies which they governed.?

Ezpeleta’s final relacion was written in 1796, the same year in which
Rodrigo de Souza Coutinho (1755-1812) was elevated to secretary of
state for the navy and overseas dominions, with chief responsibility for
the administration of Portugal’s overseas possessions. The son of a former
governor of Angola and, subsequently, Ambassador to Spain and Britain,
as well as the godson of the Marquis of Pombal, Souza Coutinho’s rise
to ministerial power followed decades of diplomatic service in Turin at
the Savoyard Court. Though they likely never met, Souza Coutinho and
Ezpeleta clearly agreed on the role of the observation of foreign poli-
cies and practices on the fortunes of nations. ‘Among the duties of a
diplomat who resides at a foreign court’, Dom Rodrigo remarked in a
dispatch from Turin, ‘perhaps there is none more interesting and useful
than that of recording and transmitting the current state of affairs in
the country, the causes which have secured its prosperity or hastened
its decline’.*

Indeed, as Souza Coutinho suggested in another document, ‘it is a just
ambition of all governments to bring to their vassals the luzes enjoyed by
more enlightened nations, recognizing that a nation’s future greatness
depends on the use of such principles’.> After 1796, when Dom Rodrigo
became responsible for Portugal’s ultramarine dominions, he would
attempt to disseminate such insights to Brazil. Writing to the viceroy,
the Count of Rezende, in 1798, he promised that the Crown would
arrange for various memorias concerning agriculture to be translated and
printed in order to ‘spread to the inhabitants of Brazil knowledge which
could give them considerable advantages’, not least an ‘increase in the
number of crops cultivated there’.®

Bourbon ministers in Madrid and their Pombaline (and post-
Pombaline) counterparts in Lisbon siphoned foreign ideas—from Britain,
Naples, Denmark, Prussia, Holland, and France—and blended them with
peninsular ones to produce hybrid policy prescriptions. The process was
not mere copying. Critical reflection on, and a correction of, a model
distinguishes emulation from mere imitation. Emulation implied admi-
ration fused with a desire to surpass the original model.” Foreign ideas
often were refracted and adapted according to the dictates of local circum-
stances and reordering, abridgement, and amplification proved inevita-
ble.® As foreign models entered Spain and Portugal, they mingled with
deeply-rooted Iberian traditions, producing an amalgamated ideology
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which was, in turn, harnessed to meet the demands of the respective
reform programmes in the two empire-states.

This essay seeks to describe, analyse and compare the ways in which
the example of Great Britain—particularly the principles of political
economy which influenced the fashioning of its imperial policy and
ultramarine institutions—was invoked and emulated, often critically,
in Spanish and Portuguese reform discourses of the second half of the
eighteenth century. Relying on a broad base of published as well as
manuscript sources over a period of seventy years, this essay is inher-
ently anecdotal as well as focused almost exclusively on bureaucratic
discourses generated by high-ranking government officials. It seeks
neither to recreate the context for each utterance it discusses nor to
disguise the contradictory impulses which prompted the invocation
of the British example. It is thus a small, not necessarily representa-
tive sample of a broader, multifaceted phenomenon that was perva-
sive across eighteenth-century Europe: fascination with Britain and its
institutions. As one historian has noted: ‘The English economic mind
was the object of continuous investigation in eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century Europe. The advantages and disadvantages of England
were enumerated, evaluated, lamented over and compared’.? Of course,
‘Britain’ and ‘British’ hardly were static or monolithic categories; British
policy was not uniformly consistent across space and time, and the
variety of practices, policies, and predilections grouped under the
umbrella term ‘Britain’ must be taken into account.

What was perhaps distinctive about interest in Britain in the Iberian
world was the level of attention lavished on imperial policy, an infat-
uation which underscores the ‘entangled histories’ of each Iberian
power with Britain in both Europe and America.!? At stake in this essay,
therefore, is a revision of the historiography of the eighteenth-century
Iberian ‘official mind’. It was England, with its North American empire
and foothold in South Asia, and not France, shorn of much of its terri-
torial empire after 1763, that was the relevant touchstone for Iberian
political and economic writers seeking to ‘modernize’ their overseas
empires. When England’s role is recognised, the conventional story
about the origins and scope of ‘enlightened reform’ in the Ibero-Atlantic
world becomes less persuasive. Instead, its ‘extra-European’ dimensions
become more compelling and central to the main story. Debates about
colonial commerce, the slave trade, population promotion schemes, land
tenure, labour regimes, agricultural improvement, and naval strategy, to
name but a few, become imbued with new significance. Colonies were
not merely laboratories where ideas generated in the metropole were
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clumsily applied. The colonial world was not merely a distant appendage
of Europe. The world beyond Europe played an integral role in the evolu-
tion of ideas about political economy, reform, and development.

It was with regard to these topics that England’s historical experi-
ence could be compared to, and contrasted with, those of Portugal and
Spain. Such subjects were more often treated in official memoranda
than in published tomes, partly because of their delicate connection
to state security. It was in government documents—memorials, official
and personal correspondence, industrial espionage reports, diaries from
scientific voyages and travels abroad, and minutes of meetings—that
British policy was discussed. The intellectual history of the period thus
takes on an unfamiliar hue when the attitudes, anxieties, prejudices
and often-unfulfilled aspirations contained in unpublished manuscript
sources are integrated into the bigger picture.

During the latter five decades of the eighteenth century, both Spain’s
Bourbon monarchs and Portugal’s Braganza rulers oversaw a compre-
hensive reform of their peninsular kingdoms and overseas empires.
In Spain, the ministers who dominated policy making in the reigns
of Charles III (r. 1759-1788) and his son Charles IV (r. 1788-1808)
sought to renovate a rickety if durable state apparatus, buttressing it
with a centralised bureaucracy, emanating from Madrid, outfitted with
the revenue-generating mechanisms needed to restore the prestige and
influence of the monarchy.!! Repudiating the notion of Spain as an
eclipsed power through bold action in Europe, Madrid also endeav-
oured to assert its rejuvenated sovereignty over its far-flung empire
against the relentless encroachments of pesky smugglers and compet-
itor imperial states. These low-intensity threats, along with the omni-
present spectre of war, further propelled the Crown'’s predilection for
the concentration of power. Bourbon reformers turned away from
the stable and resilient ‘composite’ monarchy structure bequeathed
by their Habsburg predecessors.!? In its place, they sought to erect
a unified nation-state, subservient to the monarchy, and capable of
inculcating a new patriotic spirit.!?

At the end of the seventeenth century, Portugal was a relatively poor
state on the periphery of Europe, notwithstanding its vast dominion of
Brazil and scattered possessions on the coasts of Africa and the Indian
subcontinent. The reign of Dom Jodo V (1706-1750) coincided with
Portugal’s resurgence, buoyed chiefly by gold strikes in Minas Gerais
during the waning years of the seventeenth century and the resulting
windfall of precious metals and diamonds which were extracted from
Brazil in the early decades of the eighteenth century. Dom José I's reign
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(1750-1777) was dominated by the energetic and ironfisted ministry
of Sebastido José de Carvalho e Mello (1699-1782), better known to
posterity by his later title, the Marquis of Pombal, who rose to power in
the wake of the catastrophic Lisbon earthquake of 1755.

Pombal’s strident, yet efficient, emergency measures quickly stabilised
the country: he brutally repressed the social anarchy spawned by the
disaster, executing looters and fixing the prices of food, building mate-
rials, and rents.'* After overseeing the reconstruction of Lisbon, his power
consolidated, he shifted his reforming gaze to the Inquisition, the Jesuits
and the peninsular as well as the ultramarine economy, attempting to
reconfigure their relationship. After the death of Dom José, the fall of
Pombal, and the accession of Dona Maria I, the pace of reforms slowed
but still continued in both Portugal and Brazil in the decades preceding
the court’s forced migration, under British tutelage, to Rio de Janeiro in
late 1807.15

The reformers of the Iberian monarchies shared more in common
than may, at first, appear obvious. Policy makers in both Lisbon and
Madrid grappled with the challenge of how to galvanise vast colonial
possessions in order to raise their respective nations into the first rank
of the European powers while simultaneously preventing the wealth of
empire from being drained by economically more vigorous rivals and
allies. If the events of 1807-1808 revealed such an aspiration to be little
more than a chimera, the reforms undertaken in the final decades of the
eighteenth century indicate that the dissolution of the Iberian empires
was far from apparent to those who directed the metropolitan and ultra-
marine bureaucracies.

Though Portuguese and Spanish imperial reform possessed distinct,
even idiosyncratic qualities which complicate facile comparison, one
common feature that lends itself to comparative analysis is the critical
emulation of the policies and practices of competitor empire-states,
especially Great Britain. By studying how statesmen, political writers
and colonial administrators conceived of British political economy’s
impact the British empire, it may be possible to understand with greater
clarity the similarities and differences between Spanish and Portuguese
imperial policy.

The use of foreign ideas was not mere fashion, but crucial to state
survival in the tumultuous decades of the late eighteenth century. Souza
Coutinho succinctly made this point when he wrote that ‘given the
present state of learning in Europe, with the luzes diffused generally
throughout the continent, those states and nations which have played
the most important role in politics are those which have protected and
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encouraged the luzes’.'® By politics, of course, was meant international
relations. Spain was embroiled almost continuously in global and local
wars between 1759 and 1808, whereas Portugal was frequently, if less
violently, sucked into conflicts due to its centuries-long alliance with
Britain.!” International conflict, paradoxically, gave impetus to the
emulation of one state’s institutions and policies by another. Faced with
excruciating defensive and fiscal pressures, Spanish and Portuguese
reformers necessarily coveted, and sought to reproduce, successfully
implemented policy innovations. Policy makers thus mingled cosmo-
politan sensibilities with patriotic allegiance and were committed to
employing the common European stock of ideas for the improvement
of their respective countries.!®

Bourbon and Pombaline reformers emulated rival European powers
in areas of administrative, fiscal or military policy in which the respec-
tive Iberian counterpart was deemed comparatively deficient. Emulation
promised rapid improvement and mitigated the risk of failure associated
with policy experimentation.!® Although the emulation of successful
practices of competitor states was urged, failed or misguided policy also
could be invoked as an albatross, a symbol of a course of action whose
replication might prove counterproductive in the pursuit of geopolitical
greatness. Political writers and ministers, therefore, dissected, analysed,
and either lauded or rejected, the ideas, institutions, reforms and char-
acter of rival empires. Such emulation was pragmatic, a scramble for
viable models with which to compete against those same states whose
policies were emulated or rejected.?’ As foreign models were encoun-
tered, modified and incorporated, both Bourbon and Braganza policy
goals, content and instruments increasingly came to resemble those
of its rivals.?! Incessant war, mercantile rivalry and the drive for power
resulted in policy convergence and a movement toward institutional
isomorphism across Europe’s Atlantic empires. Emulation could serve as
a ‘vehicle for grandeza, a quest for national pre-eminence’. It came to be
viewed as a ‘patriotic duty, motivated by the love of country and serving
national honour’.??

In Portugal, the tendency to emulate other European states was
prevalent. Often it was the failure to exploit a resource of consider-
able commercial potential that encouraged political writers to consult
foreign models for inspiration. Concerning silk production, for example,
Souza Coutinho noted that ‘the utility to the nation, the increase of its
revenue and the example of the nations of the North [of Europe] are
the strongest and most decisive factors in favour of [the silk industry’s]
encouragement’. He lamented that ‘we witness Prussia battling against
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the dictates of its climate, aided by its king, to produce silk which previ-
ously was deemed impossible. How can Portugal, then, with its benign
climate and countless advantages not achieve the same result?’?® In this
case, then, Portugal’s laggard pace, notwithstanding its natural endow-
ment, led Souza Coutinho to invoke the example of foreign practice
and hold it up as a model for emulation. Nor was this trend confined
to the administrative elite. On the contrary, Brazil’s viceroy, in 1783,
would complain that Rio’s merchants ‘always embrace novelties, which
are unusual and deprecate [Portuguese] products because they are not
foreign’.2* Such fashions are important because even if the mercantilist
system kept, notwithstanding substantial spillage, commodities and
manufactured products within each imperial system, ideas and styles
moved with greater ease across national and imperial boundaries.

Spanish commentators, too, embraced emulation as a salutary or, at
least, an inevitable, ubiquitous tendency. A high-ranking official argued
that nations whose commerce flourished ‘emulate that which is most
advantageous’.?S Spain, he implored, should ‘open its eyes’ and ‘follow
the right methods’ in order to sustain its ‘legitimate and lofty inde-
pendence and perhaps achieve parity’ with France and England.?® An
influential political economist urged the creation of learned academies
modelled on English and French precedents. These institutions would,
he asserted, ‘enable [Spain] better to imitate the curious inventions of
others, and also to make useful discoveries ourselves, of such things that
are serviceable to a foreign and home trade’.?” Count Pedro Rodriguez
de Campomanes, one of the architects of reform during the reign of
Charles III, concurred, pleading that ‘by means of their academies, the
empire of the arts has been appropriated, and the rest of the Europe
merely copies their inventions’. With academies, this minister declared,
Spain could ‘reach the same level and, within a few years, overcome its
backwardness and regain the time that it has lost’.?® Such institutions
were established gradually, but other techniques were employed in the
interim, including industrial espionage. For example, when Jorge Juan
made a secret mission to England in 1749-1750, he was instructed to
observe practices as diverse as the use of steam power, port-sweeping
methods and the design of British warships, not to mention engage in
the clandestine recruitment of English shipwrights.?’

Like their Portuguese contemporaries, Spanish political writers did not
merely copy and servilely imitate, but rather engaged actively in criti-
cising, adapting, and sometimes rejecting, foreign ideas. Campomanes
contended that imitation and adaptation were potentially creative
acts. He insisted that certain ‘arts and professions originated in a new
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combination of [existing] objects, and this is what is called invention’.3°
These ‘new combinations’ and ‘inventions’ would prove vital to Spain’s
capacity to compete with its geopolitical rivals. In this sense, the union
of cosmopolitanism and patriotism defines emulation in late eighteenth-
century Spain.!

The preoccupation of Crown officials and political writers with colo-
nial economy and agricultural improvement produced a deep, if often
overlooked, fascination with Britain. Spain’s recovery lay in following the
recommendations of ‘a variety of authors, both our own and foreigners,
and even of our enemies’.?? In the late eighteenth century, there was no
greater threat to Spain’s Atlantic empire than England, which aspired,
many Spaniards believed, to be ‘master of universal commerce in both
hemispheres’.3® War with England, however, whether hot or cold, was
a constant factor in Spanish foreign affairs between 1713 and 1808.3*
Since the demands of geopolitical competition were one of the major
spurs of Bourbon reform, it is logical that Britain, Spain’s chief adversary,
would profoundly impact Spanish ideas about political and economic
regeneration.

Several examples furnish evidence for the pervasiveness of the
images of Britain in Spanish political discourse. Colonial governance
garnered approbation, for example, as British America was ‘watched by
all of Europe, a true theatre, in which outstanding achievements are
performed’.?> In naval affairs, Antonio de Ulloa’s praised Britain’s dili-
gent, steady nurturing of its fleet: ‘[Britain] always attends to its navy,
dedicating to it a firm determination, [an attitude] which has long been
sustained....Far from having waited for other nations to invent useful
things for its use, it has hurried to make the most ingenious discoveries,
to its great benefit’.3¢ Even the English constitution was invoked favour-
ably by reformers: whereas Spain and France were ‘compound’ monar-
chies and ‘disconnected pieces linked to one another without mutual
adhesion’, it was argued, in England ‘nothing is divided and, therefore,
one senses the immense power of royal authority’ which ‘helped to form
a close union between the nobility and the people’.?” Beyond specific
political, administrative and military institutions, Britain’s alleged
public spiritedness, which assisted in the ‘triumph of its government’,
mesmerised Spaniards while simultaneously provoking self-pity because
‘patriotism sparks in the hearts of our rivals a vigorous activity which is
[still] unknown to us’.38

These depictions and attitudes toward Britain reveal a fascination
with its enviable prosperity, stable institutions, and national character.
Bourbon political writers and policy makers moved beyond the vague
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stereotypes sketched in the previous paragraph. They delved deeper,
fully engaging with one feature of Britain's intellectual life that was
especially important to their reform ambitions: political economy.

Some scholars have questioned the extent and intensity of Iberian
interest in British political economy. One historian has argued that
before 1760, with the notable exception of the 1753 Spanish transla-
tion of Joshua Gee’s The Trade and Navigation of Great Britain Considered
(1729), ‘references to British authors were practically nonexistent and of
little significance’.® Translations from French to Spanish of the works of
Herbert (1755), Mirabeau (1764) and Forbonnais (1765), among others,
it must be conceded, preceded those of Grenville (1770), Davenant
(1779), Hume (1789), and Smith (1794).4°

The absence of direct translations and the relative paucity of English
books, however, did not preclude the formative influence of English
ideas.*! News concerning, and précis of, English books was widespread
from the 1760s, finding expression in publications like the Diario
Estrangero (1763) and the Estafeta de Londres (1762).42 English texts often
were transmitted through a third language, most commonly French.

The Bourbon reformers engaged with, and disseminated widely, works
of British political economy. Representative of the policy intelligentsia,
Campomanes supported the diffusion of economic knowledge, regard-
less of its provenance.*® ‘Academic chairs for the teaching of the true
rules of commerce have been established in Naples and Milan....The
reading of economic works is absolutely needed in order to learn certain
cardinal rules.”** He informed his readers of the several ‘excellent works
published abroad, which recently have been translated’, and reas-
sured them that ‘notes and reflections to accommodate them to our
soil’ would be appended.*® He referred his audience to ‘J. Child on the
progress of the Spanish colonies in the Americas’.*® Furthermore, among
Campomanes’s unpublished works was a translation of Davenant’s
‘On the Use of Political Arithmetic’.#” English political economy was,
therefore, a key source for Campomanes’s proposals concerning Spain’s
potential regeneration.

Campomanes often extolled the utility of seventeenth-century
English political economy. As early as 1761, he lauded ‘this most useful
calculus to compare the strength of nations with respect to one another,
drawing on the principles of Petty and Davenant in England, which also
were praised by our Uztariz’.*® In his Industria Popular (1774), he argued
that the English ‘have been those who most accurately used this type
of calculation, whose books should be consulted’ and, subsequently,
observed that ‘the study of the English language is of great importance to
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understand the excellent writings and insights relative to the improve-
ment of industry’.*’ Indeed, a perusal of the catalogue of Campomanes’s
personal library (as of 1778) reveals multiple works by English writers
in French translation, including John Cary, Josiah Child, David Hume,
Joshua Gee, Bernard Mandeville, Charles King, and Arthur Young.>°

The admiration of Britain by Spanish political writers should not
obscure the critical dimension of their treatment of foreign practices. Far
from a passive or derivative process, Spanish engagement with British
texts and practices was highly selective. Some political writers even
disagreed that emulation was a path to national regeneration. ‘Every
nation’, Juan Sempere y Guarinos contended, ‘esteems itself above the
others, and believes that its land, practices and customs are better than
those of the rest of the universe’.>! He maintained that Spanish writers
furnished adequate resources, making recourse to foreigners super-
fluous. Sempere y Guarinos argued that ‘it is not necessary to turn to
Montesquieu, Hume, Melon or any other foreign writers, whose ideas
are suspicious for not having been careful always to unite the demands
of religion with those of politics’.5?

Hostile assessments of Britain’s supposedly quintessential values
percolated as well. One influential diplomat voiced suspicion of, and
hostility toward, British ultramarine designs, which he claimed emerged
from a combination of ‘dark and hidden maxims’, ‘ambition’ and
‘excessive pride’.>® Other commentators castigated the ‘dominant char-
acter of the English, the love of liberty, its most violent passion’.>* The
future minister of the Indies, José de Galvez, distanced himself from
this ‘violent passion’: ‘We do not aspire’, he wrote, ‘to entirely adapt
the liberty and other maxims of the English, because we recognize of
course the great differences between the two states’.>> Such recognition
of the contradictions and potential fallibility ensured that admiration
for English models never became sycophantic.

The image of England also played a crucial role in the Duke of
Almodévar’s Historia Politica de los Establecimientos Ultramarinos de las
Naciones Europeas (Political History of European Overseas Settlements),
published in Madrid between 1784 and 1790.%° He utilised contem-
porary reports of English atrocities in India to undermine the cultural
chauvinism that he perceived permeated European accounts of the
Spanish Conquest, culminating in the still ubiquitous ‘Black Legend’.5’
In a voluminous appendix entitled ‘The English Constitution and the
Affairs of the English East India Company’, Almodévar lavished consid-
erable attention on the Company which previously ‘had conducted
itself well relative to other companies, better conserving the customs,
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discipline and vigor than those of other nations’. In Bengal, however,
this laudable conduct degenerated and had ‘altered and corrupted all the
sources of confidence and public happiness’. He did not refute the Black
Legend explicitly, but rather tarnished England’s reputation for being
‘so reflexive, philosophical, generous and such a good friend of liberty’.
England had, according to Almodévar’s account, ‘stained its glories’ by
its recent reprehensible conduct in India and demonstrated itself to be
‘cruel, haughty, avaricious and unjust’.>® In this way, Almodé6var appro-
priated the language of the Black Legend, formerly used exclusively to
denigrate Spanish colonialism, and imposed it on the British. A type of
counter-emulation was urged, in which Britain’s imperial excesses were
impugned as conduct to be both derided and avoided.

Whether expressing approbation or opprobrium, it must be added,
most Spanish political writers did not estimate Britain to be superior to
Spain. It is implicit, perhaps, in all comparisons, that the gap between
the prosperity and power of the two empire-states was not insuperable.
In the wake of the British capture of Havana in 1762, one influential
optimist, Agustin Craywinckel, compared the two empires, noting that
Spain’s superiority in geographical size, the fertility of its land, and
the produce of its colonies should have precluded such a debacle had
resources been exploited properly and allocated efficiently. Everything,
he argued, suggested that Spain should be a ‘great, happy and powerful’
country. Britain’s greater revenues, then, were attributable to ‘the better
disposition’ of its ‘arts, fishing industry, agriculture, navigation and
commerce’, whereas Spain remained ‘quite languid’.

Craywinckel rejected the attribution of the divergence of fortunes, as
many of his contemporaries did, to a ‘different genius, or character’,
dismissing the notion of the ‘laborious and diligent’ Englishman and the
‘lazy and distracted’ Spaniard. The difference lay in government policy.
‘If Spain were governed in the same way that England is’, he predicted,
‘within a few years it would be superior in power and wealth’.>° Such
optimism concerning Spain’s future fortunes and the role of the ‘British
model’ in bringing this result about may be found in Pablo de Olavide’s
agrarian reform proposals, which explicitly endorsed Spain’s imita-
tion of the historical trajectory of British agriculture as a guarantor of
prosperity:

England, that powerful and populated kingdom, was before in the
same situation in which today Spain finds itself. It was devoted to the
same erroneous principles and was poor, depopulated and miserable.
Then a ray of light penetrated its government and transformed its
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legislation. Since then, it has protected cultivation and encouraged
the employment of fallow lands. And, by changing this aspect of its
legislation, it became populated and wealthy. This system is followed
today by all nations that pursue the well-being of their people.®°

But if there was little doubt, apart from its rapacity and hypocrisy in
South Asia and North America, that Great Britain was a worthy model
for emulation, there was significant debate concerning which lessons,
precisely, should be drawn from the British experience and which poli-
cies, exactly, might be efficaciously replicated. Opinion divided most
starkly, perhaps unsurprisingly, concerning the regulation of colonial
commerce.

Debates concerning the relative merits of free trade and privileged
companies were notably boisterous in the Spanish empire.’! By the
early eighteenth century, Spanish political economists endorsed both
Spain’s absolute monopoly and the virtues of privileged trading compa-
nies. They attributed Spain’s economic stagnation to the composition of
its foreign and domestic trade and to its poor shipping facilities, both
of which precipitated otherwise reducible outflows of precious metals.
These factors, among others, led Spain to fall behind its imperial rivals.
One mid-century Spanish political writer noted, ‘The spirit of commerce
has been born and is spreading among the modern nations. ... We sleep
while they pass the night in fervent activity.”®? Privileged companies, it
was hoped, could help to improve Spain’s lagging position, overcome
the mercantile superiority of other nations, and foment commerce in
less developed parts of the empire where the absence of Spanish trade
had engendered rampant contraband. Campomanes, normally an
ardent opponent of privileged trade, glumly credited the seventeenth-
century Navigation Acts for the discrepancy between the Spanish and
British empires:

By means of [the Navigation Acts] the English violate commercial
treaties. ... By ill fortune Spain was oppressed by wars in all parts of the
world while England prepared the foundation for its mercantile revo-
lution; it is possible to infer that [from this point] Spain’s backward
slide began, ignorant as it was of the true principles of commerce.5

Spain, Campomanes implied, might match Britain’s ascendance if its
policies were underpinned by such ‘true principles’. Almodévar also
praised the ‘fortunate tyrant’ Cromwell for his ‘famous Acts of Navigation
by which the commerce and marine of England flourishes even today’.
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Privileged companies also were meritorious in Almoddvar’s view, espe-
cially when their ‘ancient relations and established credit made them
indispensable’. He implored the reader, ‘the man of healthy judgment’,
not to be seduced by the cries of ‘commercial liberty and civil liberty’. He
warned that economic writers purveying such schemes promised advan-
tages which often proved to be nothing but a ‘chimera’.%*

By the final third of the eighteenth century, however, Spanish opinion
had turned against privileged trading companies. They had failed to
lower prices, improve the quality of goods, introduce new methods or
establish a stable and secure commercial system. The touted free trade
(comercio libre) decrees of 1765 and 1778 eliminated some of the regula-
tions constricting Spanish colonial commerce, represented a potential
death knell of existing chartered companies, and appeared to prefigure
an embrace of freer oceanic trade.

By the mid-1780s, though, the shortcomings of the new, less regu-
lated approach prompted Madrid’s policy makers to return to the more
regulated practices of the past and thus simultaneously experiment with
combinations of freer trade and privileged companies in the hopes of
discovering a formula for lasting prosperity. It was in the decades of the
1760s, 1770s, and 1780s, then, when the example of England became
a feature of these debates and was used both by partisans of privileged
trade and by apostles of less regulated commerce, on both sides of the
Atlantic. In 1794, Adam Smith’s Spanish translator, perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, mocked Britain for having granted trading companies sovereign
power and the right to maintain garrisons and fortifications in overseas
dominions, particularly in Bengal.®® In this way, the ‘English model’
was far from monolithic. Instead, several purported ‘English’ models
percolated and were drawn upon in peninsular Spanish debates. The
Navigation Acts, classical political economy, and the English East India
Company could be invoked to make radically different arguments about
the surest path to prosperity.

Whereas the discussion concerning the regulation of colonial
commerce in peninsular Spain mainly arose from the reading of
published texts, some ultramarine participants in these debates drew
on firsthand observation. In particular, colonial intellectuals pointed to
Britain’s nine-month occupation of Havana in 1762-1763 at the end
of the Seven Years’ War as a case study for the benefits of less regu-
lated trade to an rapidly expanding, slave-dependent sugar economy.
In the wake of Britain’s withdrawal, Madrid sent Alejandro O’Reilly
to survey the damage wrought and to recommend policies for Cuba’s
renewal. O’Reilly, however, reported that the British conduct, far from
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deleterious, had amply demonstrated ‘the infinite advantages’ offered
by the ‘expansion of commerce’, marvelling at the wealth accrued by
the British during their nine-month occupation.®’

In a report submitted three years later, Agustin Crame, an engineer
who accompanied O’Reilly’s fact-finding expedition, bluntly stated that
the British occupation of Havana had ‘opened [Cuban] eyes’, awakening
its inhabitants from their ‘remarkable ignorance’. Crame clearly was
referring to the 4,000 African slaves introduced during the occupation,
a figure which dwarfed the total number of slaves sold into bondage
in Cuba during the preceding five years, and who had supplied the
forced labour necessary for the sugar industry’s rapid expansion.®® Other
metropolitan voices concurred: Cuba’s ‘commerce would increase if it
enacted policies like those of the English in the nine months that they
were masters of but a single port....If Spain were to renew this policy,
there would be considerably less clandestine trade introduced in the
island.”® While deploring the temporary loss of Havana, then, crown
officials discerned its economic benefits and urged that certain British
policies should be established. That the comercio libre decree of 1765
was issued so soon after O’Reilly’s report was filed is surely more than a
coincidence.

The British occupation of Havana continued to spur prospective
reformers in subsequent decades. Francisco Arango y Parrefio, who
heaped elogiums on Britain’s ‘opulence’, the ‘beauty of its country-
side’, and the ‘perfection of its cultivation’, was more than a dilettante
anglophile.”® In his maiden speech to the Consulado in 1794, Arango
asserted that Havana’s agriculture had suffered as a ‘victim of an exclu-
sive monopoly company that shackled its industry’. While paying lip
service to the ‘tragic surrender’ of 1762, he lauded the unintended, yet
beneficent, results of the British occupation, which brought ‘consider-
able wealth’ to the island. Arango argued that, ‘with their [African slaves]
and free commerce, [Britain] accomplished more [in nine months] than
we had in the previous seventy years’.”!

Arango’s glowing appraisal of British practices was shared by Havana'’s
Economic Society, whose members admired the ‘progress of [England’s]
agriculture by indefatigable constancy’ and ‘continued relish for
the perfection of rural practices’ which had brought ‘abundance to
that kingdom’. The Economic Society also lauded Britain’s ‘foreign
commerce, which had increased prodigiously and [enabled England to]
amass wealth and population’.”? When Arango contended that it was
necessary to ‘transplant to our soil the advantages achieved by foreign
nations by means of their greater knowledge’, the thinly veiled allusion
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to British trade policy in 1762-1763 would not have been lost on his
contemporaries.”®

The preceding section has suggested the critical engagement of
Spanish reformers with, and their intellectual appetite for, the polit-
ical and economic practices of other European states, especially their
administration of their overseas possessions and their conduct of colo-
nial commerce. Various, sometimes clashing, images of Britain were
incorporated into Bourbon political discourse and applied to contempo-
rary policy decisions confronting Spain’s empire. The Bourbon reforms
were far from a derivative affair or a pale shadow of developments in
France and Britain; instead, emulation was distinguished by intellec-
tual cross-pollination, a cosmopolitanism tempered by patriotic duty
and religious piety, and a conviction that rival states might furnish the
insights required to propel Spain to recover its diminished geopolitical
greatness.

Images of Britain were as numerous and influential in the Portuguese
empire as they were in that of Spain. It could be argued that the British
model, whether lauded or disparaged, had more of a directly discernible
impact on policy in Portugal than in Spain due to its central place in
the political and economic thought of the Marquis of Pombal. Pombal
has been characterised accurately as an ‘enlightened Iberian economic
nationalist” who ‘devised measures to retain capital within his own
economic system...and to diminish the negative impact of being a
producer of precious metals’.”* It was during Pombal’s ascendancy that
the Luso-Brazilian commercial system was revamped: sugar, tobacco
and gold were protected by legislation, new revenue-generating mecha-
nisms were established, and long-delayed administrative reforms were
undertaken.”

The intellectual origins of Pombal’s reform programme may be traced
to formative stints of diplomatic service, especially his service in London
between 1738 and 1743.7¢ While it remains unclear whether or not he
spoke English, Pombal compiled a library of 254 English titles, including
works by William Petty, Charles Davenant, William Wood, Josiah Child
and Jonathan Swift. His voracious appetite for British economic tracts,
supplemented by firsthand observations of policy in Britain, were deci-
sive in the overhaul of the state apparatuses in the Luso-Atlantic world
which he later undertook after 1755. The influence of his diplomatic
stint in London was remarked upon by contemporary English observers.
Robert Southey, for example, in his History of Brazil (1816), noted
that ‘during his residence in London and Vienna, [Carvalho] caught
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something of the spirit which began to infect the circles of fashionable
life, and the courts of Catholic princes’.”

Pombal’s journals from this period further substantiate the claim for
the indelible impact of his diplomatic stint in London. In his words,
‘as one nation’s riches and forces increase, it diminishes, to the same
proportion, the capacities and power of the nation with whom it trades’.
Following England’s example, Pombal contended, Portugal should seek
to import ‘raw materials to process as manufactures’ instead of sending
its raw materials abroad.”® But such backwardness was not immutable,
and Pombal remained acutely aware that the application of the proper
policies could radically alter the fortunes of states. As he noted several
decades later in a letter to Lord Chatham, ‘[England] cut quite a meagre
figure in Europe whilst we were already a great power.... We dominated
the commerce of Asia, Africa and America whilst you ruled nothing but
a poor isle off the coast of Europe’.”® Yet if Portugal were to extricate
itself from its current plight and regain its former geopolitical stature,
Portugal’s human capital would need replenishment.

In his journals dating from the 1740s, Pombal’s chief lament, therefore,
was Portugal’s paucity of ‘homens de estado instructed in these affairs’. He
argued that if Portugal ‘reduced the art of commerce to a few simple
and clear principles, practices and techniques, the number of merchants
would multiply and the state’s revenues would increase’.® Portugal’s
fortunes, therefore, depended on providing merchants with the tech-
nical skills and mentality required to flourish in overseas markets.
Reflecting on the history of the English East India Company, Pombal
concluded that the ‘increase or ruin of these establishments depends
most essentially on the ability of the directors and merchants’.8! Pombal
almost directly translated these observations into practice: the Junta
do Comércio (Board of Trade), founded in 1755, established a school of
commerce in 1759, making Portugal the first European nation to imple-
ment a system of technical and commercial education that was wide-
spread and accessible.??

But if England was to be admired and perhaps emulated for its
economic ascendancy, Pombal was acutely aware that such progress
had come, at least partially, at Portugal’s expense. Specifically, Pombal
blamed the 1703 Methuen Treaty for the ‘notorious decline in our
marine and in our foreign and domestic commerce’, adding that
even this disadvantageous treaty was further ‘abused and violated’ by
English merchants in Portugal.®® The Methuen Treaty enshrined British
penetration of the Portuguese market, permitting the duty-free entry
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of woollen goods into Lisbon and Porto and offering Portuguese wine
reciprocal advantages on the British market. From the early eighteenth
century, the massive influx of Brazilian gold was used by Portugal to
reduce deficits and purchase foreign (mainly English) goods, which
effectively smothered Portugal’s domestic manufactures.* While
Pombal’s policies did much to circumvent and, indeed, reverse the ill
effects of the Methuen Treaty, his tendency to blame it for Portugal’s
economic underperformance reverberated more generally in Portugal.
‘Many of the Portuguese’, Southey observed in the late 1790s, ‘dislike
the English influence and reprobate the Methuen Treaty as the ruin of
their commerce’.8

Although Pombal recognised that ‘all business conducted in foreign
countries was insecure and contingent’, due to the ‘ambition and greed
it inspired in other countries’, he did not include colonial trade in this
category. On the contrary, colonial commerce was, potentially, ‘secure
and perpetual’, so long as ‘foreigners were excluded’ and adequate
care was taken to ‘watch over the colony’s commerce’.8¢ Pombal was
thus faced with several dilemmas, of which the most important was to
balance Portugal’s dependence on its military-diplomatic alliance with
Britain while simultaneously circumventing the advantages enjoyed by
Britain, sanctioned in the Methuen Treaty, in Portuguese markets in the
Old World and the New.

The formula which Pombal struck upon to resolve the dilemma was
the formation of monopoly companies and the rigorous prevention of
contraband from entering Brazilian ports, policies which were taken
from England’s seventeenth-century geopolitical playbook, though now
to be used to diminish Britain’s advantages over Portugal in the eight-
eenth century. Pombal’s preference for monopoly companies is fore-
shadowed in his London journals in which he had speculated on the
usefulness of companies to ‘fertilise’ and ‘sprout’ colonial commerce.
‘The utility of a company’, he explained, ‘is proven by the experience
of all European states which have established them, collecting as a
result great revenues’.?” After his ascent to power, trading companies
became an essential component of his political design, particularly the
companies of Grdo Pard and Maranhdo, by which Pombal sought to
develop new export commodities, such as cotton and rice, which were
not affected by previous commercial treaties.®® In 1755, Pombal would
describe such companies as the ‘only way to reclaim the commerce of
all Portuguese America from the hands of foreigners’.?® These trading
companies remained in existence until Pombal’s fall from power in
1778, after which time a freer trade regime was established.”®
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Alongside the system of monopolies for the less developed areas
of Brazil, Pombal instructed the leading crown officials to vigorously
repress contraband, particularly that arriving on British ships. Pombal’s
attitude toward clandestine trade is clearly revealed in a letter to Viceroy
Lavradio: ‘underlying [Britain’s] pacific system of commerce is an insuf-
ferable perfidy’.’! Furthermore, responding to Lavradio’s concern that
British ships were attempting to use of Brazilian ports citing the diplo-
matic alliance between Portugal and Britain, Pombal wrote that ‘each
kingdom or sovereign state, has its unique laws, regulated according to
its particular interests. ... It obeys such laws that conform to both natural
right and international law’.? Pombal’s attitude toward Britain, then,
was highly ambivalent. Certain features of its colonial system, especially
companies, were regarded as worthy of Portugal’s emulation, whereas its
influence on the revival of Portugal’s oceanic commerce and peninsular
industry was deemed deleterious.

Although Pombal’s legacy has been deeply contested ever since his
fall from power in the late 1770s, aspects of his policy were staunchly
defended. Rodrigo de Souza Coutinho would praise the efficacy of his
godfather’s policies in an undated letter to the Abbé Raynal:

In 1755, the nation was submerged in superstition and ignorance,
without agriculture, industry and commerce....In 1777, the royal
treasury was full, accounts were in order, the navy could be found
in a good state, and the army adhered to a new standard of disci-
pline. ... This record cannot but place [Pombal] among the first rank
of ministers of state®

Souza Coutinho did not, of course, explicitly refer to emulation of
England as a factor in the success of Pombaline reform. On the contrary,
it seems, the methods of enlightened absolutist regimes seemed as
meritorious as those of constitutional monarchies, including that of
England. In a dispatch from 1791, Souza Coutinho remarked that ‘abso-
lutist governments can produce a level of public prosperity not inferior
not merely to the absurd and unstable government of France, but also
to those governments in which the principles of liberty are perfectly
understood and where limited monarchy exists, as in England’.**
Clearly, then, the English model was not deemed the only one capable
achieving the ends toward which Souza Coutinho believed govern-
ment should strive.

Furthermore, Souza Coutinho offered some praise for British practice
and did not uncompromisingly laud Pombaline policy’s anti-British
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orientation. For example, the monopoly system which Pombal had
set up in order to regulate the post wine trade was fiercely criticised
by Souza Coutinho.”> He urged the Crown to ‘destroy such a ruinous
system, so absurd in every way, and substitute the system practiced in
England’ in its place, a curious suggestion since Britain’s policy had been
its original inspiration. Should such a change be adopted, Dom Rodrigo
asserted, ‘our sovereign would double or even triple the state’s revenue
and also bolster the progress of agriculture, alleviate poverty and cause
the nation’s wealth to increase’.”® Nor was this emulation of Britain
a limited case: Souza Coutinho commissioned a list of English books
concerning agriculture to be drawn up which would ‘provide the best
ideas which we can take advantage of’.°” In Souza Coutinho’s thought,
then, as in Pombal’s, the English model was engaged with frequently,
but critically, and emulation was highly selective.

The call for emulation of Britain was not limited to Pombal and
Souza Coutinho. The example of Britain would be employed by polit-
ical writers and administrators urging concrete shifts in the following
policy areas: population, agriculture, international commerce, and
financing of public works. Britain’s rapid population of its Atlantic
colonies impressed Portuguese observers who maintained that the
same result might be achieved in Mozambique. ‘England has planted
thriving colonies in New England, New Georgia [sic] and Nova Scotia’,
one commentator wrote, and ‘in but a few years it has filled these places
with thousands of vassals whose number have aggrandised the greatness
of the British Crown’.”® With regard to agricultural prosperity, England
too was a model for careful study. One political writer offered an anec-
dote he claimed was derived from Neapolitan policy in order to empha-
sise the point that ‘agriculture is not something learned by chance; it is
an art, even a science, and is rather difficult to master’. The same writer
related that

when the king of Naples wanted to improve the agriculture of his
kingdom, he sent an intelligent man to apprentice himself to one
of the most successful farmers in England, in order to learn the best
techniques. Upon his return [to Naples], the king ordered that this
man set up a school, and gave him land upon which he could prac-
tice, for the benefit of all, what he had learned abroad.®®

In a similar vein, and contrary to Pombal’s assessment, some commen-
tators argued that competition with English manufactures on the
Portuguese domestic market produced an overall salutary effect. As
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Domingos Vandelli concluded, ‘first, because the people bought
goods of better quality at a lower price; second, that such competition
would compel our manufacturers to perfect their products’.!® Even
British public finance garnered enthusiasm. Brazilian viceroy Luis de
Vasconcellos called for a lottery to be established in order to finance
public works in the infrastructure-poor capital of Rio de Janeiro, favour-
ably invoking the example of Britain’s lotteries which permitted that
country to ‘sustain excessive expenses in time of war’.10!

The bevy of examples, from an array of Portuguese and Brazilian docu-
ments, both ultramarine and peninsular, suggest the robust engagement
with English practices, policies and ideas, especially political economy.
Yet modification, revision and selective omission were all integral
aspects of this process. Portuguese reformers, like their Spanish coun-
terparts, did not blindly follow foreign practices. Vandelli, prominent
natural scientist and director of the Royal Botanical Garden at Ajuda,
argued that ‘we have an almost exorbitant abundance of economic
books, written in many languages, but not everything contained in
these books is applicable to the climate of this country’.1? Even such an
unrepentant anglophile as the Bahia-born, Coimbra-educated political
economist José da Silva Lisboa was not, it must be stressed, a propo-
nent of uncritical emulation of Britain. In fact, he repeatedly warned
that blind copying could yield pernicious consequences. He therefore
rejected proposals to nurture British-style manufactures in Brazil. ‘If we
attempt to introduce them here, solely driven by the spirit of rivalry,
spurred by mere imitation of foreign precedent’, he chided, ‘such
action would diminish our agriculture, exports and maritime trade’.!%
Similarly, he repudiated the English Navigation Acts, hailed by Pombal
and many of his successors as venerable models, describing the forma-
tion of such companies as a ‘great error’.!% He warned that ‘imitation
would result in a sad parody of English policy, which is not a model of
liberalidade in every respect’. The Navigation Acts, he contended, only
made sense given Britain’s geographic position, whereas their implemen-
tation would prove ruinous in other countries operating under different
constraints. Such misapplication, he warned, ‘has caused many injus-
tices, political animosities, and wars’.1%5 According to Silva Lisboa, it was
late eighteenth-century Britain’s turn toward less regulated trade, not
seventeenth-century Britain’s protectionism, that deserved emulation in
the Luso-Brazilian world.

As in Spain, the mania for English institutions was derided by certain
sectors in Portugal. This tendency became more pronounced after 1815
when the royal family failed to return the seat of the monarchy to
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Lisbon, preferring to remain in Rio de Janeiro even after the conclusion
of the French Revolutionary Wars. In 1808 and 1810, Brazilian ports were
opened to British trade, and this hurt Portuguese merchants who were
suddenly deprived of the advantages conferred by colonial monopoly.
Anglophobia rose in response to these changing events. With his char-
acteristic biting wit, José Agonstinho de Macedo remarked that he was
‘impressed’ how Portuguese who ‘after taking a stroll around Falmouth
or visiting the dunes, suddenly consider themselves very wise, literate,
gifted, instructed, and capable of governing the world’.!% This suspicion
drew strength from mounting hostility toward Britain because of its
effective military occupation of Portugal after 1814 and its decisive role
in separating Brazil from Portugal. As a supporter of the pretender Dom
Miguel observed in 1828, it was from English involvement in Portuguese
affairs beginning in 1807 that ‘we can date the beginning of Portugal’s
humiliation, the beginning of an era in which more was lost than during
the sixty years that Portugal was under Spanish rule’.1%

Nevertheless, though eschewing all insinuations of the derivative
nature of the Luso-Brazilian enlightenment, it is equally clear that the
mechanisms by which foreign ideas and models entered into the Luso-
Atlantic world have been understudied and that Britain offered one
possible alternative to the obstinacy of old ways. If its example inspired
reformers, they proceeded cautiously and chose selectively. Like their
Spanish counterparts, Luso-Brazilian engagement with foreign prac-
tices resulted not in bland copies of a British original but in complex,
hybrid forms adjusted to the particular conditions encountered in the
Atlantic World.

This chapter sought to make several points of interest to eighteenth-
century specialists: the centrality of emulation and comparison in
statecraft; imitation’s role in the processes by which ideologies of devel-
opment were shaped; and the intellectual repercussions of geopolitical
competition. But there is a larger point of interest, perhaps, to a broader
cohort of historians. Since Franco Venturi’s pioneering work, historians
have grown accustomed to discussing the circulation of ideas, their trans-
mission and exchange across borders, oceans, and linguistic groups. By
tracing footnotes, reconstructing the history of a translation of a book,
or reconstructing the intellectual network of a particular traveller who
helped to disseminate or popularise a certain idea, our understanding of
the movement of ideas is immeasurably enriched.
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But it seems to me that the generation, or production, of political and
economic ideas has not received the attention it deserves. How were
ideas reshaped, modified, and distorted/enhanced as they moved across
space over time? The circulation of ideas should be seen as one aspect
of a larger process of the generation of knowledge. What the study of
the Iberian reformers of the late eighteenth century suggests is that
the task of making English ideas and experience relevant to Spanish
or Portuguese political life involved much more than translating those
texts from one language into another or invoking an eminent foreign
writer to bolster the authority of a claim. It was instead a process of
adaptation, of manipulating insights gleaned from one national context
to provoke a new debate. In some cases, the original model or inspira-
tion was discarded or mutilated beyond recognition. In other cases, the
original source’s influence remained discernible. The circulation of ideas
was an indispensable first step in the creation of new, hybrid forms of
knowledge in the late eighteenth-century Atlantic empires. From this
cosmopolitan exchange of ideas sprang resurgent imperial states whose
resulting internecine conflicts would destroy everything they had
sought to retain and improve upon through reform inspired by emula-
tion of their rivals.
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The Empire of Emulation:

A Quantitative Analysis of
Economic Translations in

the European World, 1500-1849

Sophus A. Reinert

The Tudor merchant George Nedham presented an unusually succinct
meditation upon the problem of power in international relations in
his ca. 1568 manuscript Letter to the Earls of East Friesland. ‘Wealth and
strength’, he knew well, went hand in hand in the modern world, but
the Dutch and, as a result, the ‘empire’ of Philip II, currently seemed to
have a stranglehold on both. Yet Nedham argued steadfastly that English
and German merchants and sovereigns still could turn the tables, and
do so ‘without great expense, war, trouble and bloodshed’. The key to
this indirect translatio of empire lay in pursuing the right ‘policy’, the
right measure for countervailing Philip II's economic superiority and,
with time, achieving dominion over him in turn. The Dutch had grown
wealthy and powerful by attracting foreign merchants and manufac-
turers to their sterile lands, and their riches had thus been ‘gotten politi-
cally’ rather than by natural resources and industry. ‘By the like policy’,
Nedham reasoned, their wealth ‘may be taken away from them again’.!

No clear vocational category yet existed for Nedham's endeavour,
unless one places him in the venerable and capacious Fiirstenspiegel
tradition. The term ‘political economy’ would not adorn the title
page of a book until the French dramaturge Antoine de Montchrétien
published his Traicté de economie politique in 1615, and the politics of
international trade would first be classified as a ‘science’ in the English
language by the Bristol merchant John Cary in 1719. Yet Nedham's aim
of encouraging trade by means of politicising expert knowledge — by
deriving future policies from the study of past and present economic
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conditions — was the same as those of these later authors. Though
their analytical vocabularies differed, their conceptual languages were
remarkably resonant. They all realised that power in the modern world
had come to depend on comparative wealth in international relations,
and that the only means of achieving and maintaining greatness was to
pursue a politics of emulation. The economies of England and Holland,
Montchrétien stated paradigmatically, were objects of ‘emulation’ for
France as clearly in 1615 as the ‘republics of Genoa and Venice’ had been
for their ‘ancestors’. And although he subsequently was shot, quartered,
and incinerated, he bequeathed subsequent scholars and statesmen one
of the defining concerns of modernity, ‘political economy’, and deline-
ated some of its basic tenets: emulation, industry, and empire.?

Montchrétien’s example, though, was only symptomatic of how
emulation and an acute awareness of political economy’s agonistic nature
drove early modern economic theory and policy — from Nedham to Veit
Ludwig von Seckendorff, who inaugurated the ‘science’ of cameralism in
his 1665 Additiones to the Teutcscher Fiirsten-Staat following a formative
sojourn in Holland, to Alexander Hamilton, who described the glory
of industry in his 1781 Report on the Manufactures in Philadelphia after
surveying the factory systems of the Old World. As many lacked the
resources of these luminaries for international travel, a principal vehicle
of emulation became textual translation.® Though unable to convey the
sights and impressions of other countries firsthand, one could nonethe-
less render understandable the words of those who were, and transla-
tions gradually became a key to erecting, imitating, and countervailing
the economic structures of empire. Indeed, some works of political
economy, in that and in later periods, became far more influential in
new contexts abroad than they ever were in the place and time of their
writing.

So though the practice of economic espionage was widespread in the
early modern world, this chapter will focus on the concomitant and
much broader form of emulation taking place at the time through the
translation of economic texts, first widely practicable with the emer-
gence of political economy as an institutionalised subject of inquiry
and of a public sphere in which economic concerns could be debated
and eavesdropped upon.* What mattered, in this case, was not simply
the translation and transmission of an individual text but rather its
promulgation through printed media in a new cultural and economic
context. The emergence of such a commerce of economic texts was
by no means a uniform process across the European world, and it was
intrinsically linked to the gradual freeing of speech and expression from
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the strictures of sacred and secular censorship.® Traditionally, economic
policies such as those discussed by Nedham had been safely confined to
the secret sphere of early modern statecraft, the realm of reason of state
and Tacitus’ arcana imperii.° It was in this tradition that a Venetian spy
in England reported to the Doge:

It has always been difficult to understand commerce thoroughly and
at the present time especially it has become a secret, for everyone
applies himself to it devotedly, and the powers take an interest in
the matter because of the immense advantage to be derived for their
territories and subjects.”

As the importance of commerce grew in the world, so did the impera-
tive to safeguard its secrets and monopolise on its benefits. And even as
late as 1750, Dutch diplomats feared that Prussia might learn ‘the most
hidden secrets of commerce’ and that way beat them at their own game.8
Yet the European situation did change, and a continental discourse of
political economy eventually wrested itself loose from the restrictions of
the Old Regime, incrementally and, on occasions, in leaps and bounds.
Despite the idiosyncrasies of early modern European censorship, the
trend in the grand history of the continent was clear.” As the Milanese
statesman and political economist Pietro Verri noted in an early 1760s
manuscript, ‘now’ one could ‘find the true interest of States, and their
real and physical force, in bookshops’. Mysteries of state were a thing
of the past: ‘Governing a nation is no longer a magical art, but rather
a published science subject to the laws of reason’.!® And there could be
no doubt that ‘enlightened emulation’ was a historical necessity, for, as
his brother and colleague Alessandro Verri put it around that time, ‘no
nation has become excellent on its own’.!!

The old world was that of the Count de Perron, who in 1751 sent
manuscript translations of British economic pamphlets to Turin for
circulation in the Savoy administration hoping to encourage emulation
with the motto Cherchez de bon modéles, et imitez-les.'? The new was repre-
sented by men like Peter Christian Schumacher, former Kammerherre to
the king of Denmark-Norway, who embarked on a Grand Tour in the
1780s to study European political economy and brought back select texts
not only for translation but for publication and widespread dissemina-
tion.!® Something akin to a market for economic ideas was being woven
into existence in the eighteenth century, its threads delineating a tran-
snational civil society of political economists that, though generally
conversant in French, translated texts into the European vernaculars as a
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means of encouraging widespread enlightenment. While this system of
learning drew on many of the habits and institutions of the republic of
letters (Schumacher’s ritualised visits to eminent statesmen in Germany
and Italy being a case in point), it differed considerably from it. The
imagined community of early modern political economy was less
concerned with the general learning of the few than with the technical
expertise of the many, less with Wunderkammern than with agricul-
tural output and manufacturing innovations; and ultimately driven less
by a disinterested quest for knowledge than by the ruthless exigencies
of economic competition, exigencies which could galvanise national
animosities even in its most cosmopolitan participants.'* For every
mild-mannered David Hume preaching peace and welfare for all, there
were countless writers like Gaetano Filangieri demanding ‘vendetta’ for
Britain’s Cimmerian economic policies.!> It was in effect competition,
not concord, which united subjects of this empire of emulation, a quix-
otic community unified by the sovereign power of economic expedi-
ency and justified by the promise of perpetual civil war.!®

What follows is an attempt to map this empire of emulation through
a quantitative analysis of economic translations as they contributed
to ‘enlightened emulation’ in the European world, roughly from the
Renaissance through the Industrial Revolution. While the great ques-
tion of how economic texts travelled as vehicles of emulation, both
in terms of macro numbers and micro histories, has only begun to be
studied, the case can be made that changing patterns of economic trans-
lations convey powerful insights into the dynamics of power in early
modern and modern history. Daniel Milo proposed in an 1984 article
in Annales that translations perhaps could serve as a ‘cultural barom-
eter’; using UNESCO'’s Index translationum to chart the shifting ‘global
stock market [bourse] of translation’ in the twentieth century, he showed
how the most culturally valuable authors, in terms of volume of transla-
tions, shifted from Leo Tolstoy, Charles Dickens, and Honoré de Balzac
to Agatha Christie, Walt Disney, and Jules Verne in the decades after
World War I1.17 Besides the change in translation patterns shown by
Milo, it is worth noting that the most translated authors in the period
remained strictly limited to the realm of fiction, and that the changes
he documented in the end measured cultural and literary rather than
political and economic desirability.

While there certainly exist pertinent relations between cultural prefer-
ences and economic forces, this chapter will narrow the problem down
by limiting this study to translations of what can broadly be considered
‘economic’ works. It will argue that a quantitative study of translations
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of political economy in early modern Europe can serve as something
like a barometer of economic success, measuring the fluctuating values
assigned, for whatever reason, to national economies by their allies and
competitors. This, in turn, can inform us about the changing relations of
power in the early modern world and their echoes to this day. Applying
Milo’s method to the economic, rather than more general cultural
sphere, and throwing the net backwards in time to the early modern
period, however, poses the problem of providing an enormous data set
for a period long before that covered by UNESCO, and one for which we
simply do not have accurate information about total numbers of books
published. To complete a perfect data set of all early modern translations
of economic works between all European languages is in fact impossible,
no different from the utopian visions of universal libraries proposed by
the bibliophiles of the time.!® Similarly, the very term ‘economic’ is itself
open to different interpretations, for where does agriculture end, and
botany begin?!® Needless to say, it is a problem for which no certain
lines can ever be drawn, and about which any suggested solution by
necessity must be nebulous and, to some, inadequate.

Yet, thanks to an ongoing collaboration with Kenneth E. Carpenter,
who came close to this ideal of completeness during his long tenure
as curator of the Kress Collection at Harvard Business School’s Baker
Library, it is now possible to analyse a set of more than two thousand
‘economic’ translations, consisting of a critical mass housed in the
world’s mayor collections of economic literature.?’ While a work in
progress and not complete — and this cannot be emphasised enough —
the current data set we have put together is considerable enough to draw
some conclusions regarding the dynamics of early modern economic
translations and what they tell us about the agonistic interactions
of the rising and declining empires of the period. The early modern
European overseas empires indeed matured alongside the codification
of political economy as a self-confessed ‘science’ from which practical
economic policies could be derived, and key attempts to formalise this
‘science’ in different countries were derived explicitly from increases in
the absolute volume of economic translations, themselves inexorably
intertwined with the most dramatic changes in the constellations of
power in eighteenth-century Europe, like the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle
and the French Revolution. Successful empires, it was thought, rested
on practices that, like those of the paradigmatic eighteenth century
pin factory lionised by the Encyclopédie and by Adam Smith, could be
codified, transmitted, and emulated through the translation of books
and pamphlets.
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So if the reflections resulting from the following analysis by neces-
sity are based on a cliometric approximation, they can nonetheless
suggest new ways of considering the relation between economic power,
empire, and intellectual history in the early modern period. ‘We know’,
as Raynal wrote, ‘that the jealousy of commerce is nothing more than a
jealousy of power’.2! If power is imperium, that axiomatic Machiavellian
liberty which expands at the expense of that of others, and it is vied for
through an economic competition for world trade shaped and informed
by emulation, then the study of changing patterns of economic trans-
lation can indeed shed light on the nature of freedom, the changing
constellations of power, and the larger translation of empire from 1500
to 1849. As can be seen from Figure 5.1, however, such translations are
few and far between in the earlier centuries.

There is amodest increase in the second half of the seventeenth century
that intensifies further in the opening years of the eighteenth. The high
point before 1750 measured in sheer volume was the first decade of that
century, with a relatively modest 18 translations. A very sudden break
therefore occurs in the mid-eighteenth century, when the total number
rises to 123, and again in the 1760s, when the total peaks at 323, before
again declining to 154 in the 1770s. If the anonymous English translator
of Tommaso Campanella’s Discourse Concerning the Spanish Monarchy
could declare in 1654 that ‘we are fallen into an Age of Translations’, the
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Figure 5.1 Total European economic translations per decade
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more specific age of translations of political economy happened to coin-
cide, in the 1750s, with the period in which English technologies seri-
ously began to be transferred to the continent through emulation and
conscious acts of industrial espionage.?? With the exception of a trough
during the Napoleonic Wars in the 1810s, in fact, economic translations
then remained at a permanently high plateau throughout the period
under analysis.

The changing pattern of translations in early modern Europe, and
particularly the peak in the 1750s and 1760s, could conceivably reflect
a general trend of publishing — more works of political economy being
translated and published simply as a corollary of some overall expan-
sion of the book trade and the emergence of a continental civil society
more generally, a republic of translations, if not Latin letters. Yet, the
aggregate data on the development of the European book industry
between 1454 and 1794 shows that no such massive percentage increase
in general publications took place on a European scale in the 1750s and
1760s. The Swedish book trade was exploding in those decades, and
there was an upwards trend throughout the eighteenth century gener-
ally, but no spikes or sudden market movements can be identified in the
decades in question looking at the continent as a whole. Such devia-
tions from a state of steady increase are, however, readily observable
around the time of the English civil war, with the decline of Italian
publishing towards the late seventeenth century and with the advent
of the French Revolution.?? The sudden spike in the number of transla-
tions of political economy evident in the 1750s and 1760s, then, reflects
an absolute increase with respect to the overall output of books in the
period. Simply put, the translation of works of political economy came
to occupy a larger share of the eighteenth-century book trade and of the
market for knowledge at the time.

While changing censorship practices well might be part of the expla-
nation, the radical increase in the total number of translations observ-
able in the 1750s is not surprising given the European political and
economic context of the time, in which different national discourses of
political economy were evaluated very differently on the international
stock market of translations suggested by Milo.?* Though the data set
underlying the present study would enable such studies, it has here
been impossible, for the sake of comparative macro-studies of economic
performance, to really differentiate between, say, Naples and Venice
or London and Bristol. This is, for a bibliophile or someone interested
in specific histories, an unthinkable omission, but it simply proved
unfeasible to do elegantly and would have required the comparison of
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so many interconnected graphs that any explanatory value the exer-
cise might have had in this context would have dissolved in the acidity
of the reader’s impatience. Future studies will highlight this data set’s
heuristic value at the regional rather than linguistic level, but the present
perspective is very much a bird’s-eye view of the history of economic
translations.

Furthermore, to appreciate the tremor that shook the market of
economic translations in the 1750s, one must momentarily leave the
empirical study of translations behind. A millennial perspective on the
world economy recently published by the Organisation for Economic
Co-Operation and Development (OECD) can shed important light
on the dynamics of early modern economic translations. As shown
in Figures 5.2 and 5.3, in the year 1500, when the gaze of the world
still rested safely on Renaissance Italy, the gross domestic product of
the Atlantic archipelago now called the United Kingdom was nearly $3
billion (or $714 per capita in 1990 USD). By comparison, the Netherlands
reached $716 million ($754 per capita), Norway $192 million ($640),
and the Italian peninsula a staggering $11.5 billion (§1 100). By the
year 1700, however, the gross domestic product of the United Kingdom
had reached $10.7 billion while Italy had experienced only a moderate
increase to $14.6 billion.
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Figure 5.2 Economic development in Europe, 1500-1820
Source: Based on Maddison (2006, 244-7, 263-5).
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Figure 5.3 Per capita development in Europe, 1500-1820
Source: Based on Maddison (2006, 244-7, 263-5).

In terms of per capita distribution during the same period, that of
the United Kingdom had reached $1,250 while that of Italy tellingly
had remained stagnant at $1,100. By 1820, the gross domestic product
of the United Kingdom had reached $36.2 billion, that of Italy only
$22.5 billion. In other words, the economy of the United Kingdom
had almost tripled between 1500 and 1700, while that of Italy had
increased only by a mere 27 per cent. The mean rate of economic growth
in the period was therefore more than ten times higher in the United Kingdom
than in Italy. This takeoff continued into the eighteenth century, for
by 1820 the economy of the United Kingdom had grown by a stag-
gering 1287 per cent since the year 1500, while that of Italy had only
grown by 95 per cent. Whereas the United Kingdom's percentage share
of world GDP had risen from 1.1 to 5.2 in the period, that of Italy
had sunk from 4.7 to 3.2.2% A very similar story emerges from existing
demographic data. In 1500, 22 per cent of the population of Italy was
urban, and 16 per cent were rural nonagricultural. Three centuries
later, the percentages were 22 and 20. In England, on the other hand,
which only enjoyed a meagre 7 per cent urbanisation ratio in 1500,
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with 18 per cent employed in nonagricultural rural activities, this had
risen to 29 per cent and 36 per cent respectively by 1800. Whereas
England had been the most agricultural nation in Europe West of the
Rhine in 1500, by 1800 it was the least so by a wide margin.2® Even
more striking are the changing structures of British trade during its
period of intensifying industrial policies. From importing 34.7 per cent
of raw materials and 31.7 per cent of manufactured goods in the period
1699-1702, England imported 62.3 per cent of raw materials and a mere
4.3 per cent of manufactured goods in the 1840s.%’

While the data for GDP is conjectural, it is clear that the most radical
changes in the early modern European economic theatre were the rela-
tive declines of Italy, Spain, and Holland and the industrialisation of
Great Britain. While France’s enormous population made it enjoy the
highest GDP in Europe at the time for demographic reasons, England was
far wealthier per capita, and a variety of well-known factors contributed
to its eventually acknowledged dominance in world affairs. From being
a peripheral exporter of raw wool in the sixteenth century, England had
conquered its surrounding Celtic crescent and had, through ruthless
reason of state and aggressive economic policies like the Navigation Acts,
become a proverbial workshop of the world under the moniker of Great
Britain. It had then shocked Europe through a series of unforeseeable
military victories during the Nine Years’ War and the wars of Spanish and
Austrian Succession, the last of which culminated in the 1748 Peace of
Aix-la-Chapelle. As Great Britain asserted itself as a great, if not the great
power, the status of the English language in Europe consequently rose
hand in hand with the positive balance of its trade. Just as Great Britain
went from being an exporter of raw materials to one of manufactured
goods in the early modern period, the English language in fact went
from being an importer of foreign vocabulary in the sixteenth century
to become a net exporter in the eighteenth.?® A concomitant change
would soon be evident in its balance of economic translations, for, as
the Castilian scholar and grammarian Antonio de Nebrija had explained
to Queen Isabella of Spain already in 1492, language was not only itself
a ‘tool of conquest’, but had ‘always been the consort of empire, and
forever shall remain its mate’.?°

The rampant successes of Great Britain’s credit-based war financing
had invalidated the venerable trope of political philosophy that virtuous
men rather than money were the ‘sinews of war’, and all over Europe,
statesmen were forced to reconsider many of their most basic assump-
tions and prejudices. It was acutely evident that the mechanisms of
commerce now posed both clear limits and provided pertinent possibili-
ties for national as well as international politics.>* Whether one lived in
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Stockholm, Leipzig, or Milan, there was a pressing need to understand
the intertwined phenomena of wealth, war, and public happiness, and
it was also increasingly obvious that lessons of political economy were
taught best by observing and emulating more successful economies.?!
The radical increase in the total number of translations observable in the
wake of the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle is therefore not surprising given
the European political and economic context of the period. The boom
in translations observable in Figure 5.1 in fact corresponds to the period
immediately following the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, whereby Great
Britain for the third time that century demonstrated its economic and
military superiority. As the balance of economic translations between
English and the continental languages in Figure 5.4 shows, this boom
can in large parts be explained by the wish to emulate the successes of
Great Britain, which had succeeded Venice and the Low Countries as the
centre of economic gravity in Europe.3? With the considerable number of
English economic works arriving in various European countries through
an intermediary French translation, the role of Great Britain became
even more domineering.?

It is evident from a conjoined reading of the above figures that a posi-
tive balance of trade — and the structural transformation from being an
exporter of raw wool to one of manufactured goods — and the military
might this ensured was followed by a positive balance of economic trans-
lations, and, ultimately, by a positive linguistic and cultural balance first
seriously evident in the 1750s. Even though English only broke even
consistently from the 1740s onwards, the net balance of translations for
the entire period from 1550 to 1849 was an unparalleled 615 exports to
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Figure 5.4 English balance of economic translations, 1550-1849
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Figure 5.5 French balance of economic translations, 1550-1849

144 imports. While French, as a lingua franca of the eighteenth century,
in total seems to have exported the same number of economic works
(well within the vague margin of error inherent in the data set), the
English balance of translations was far better than that of any other
language because it imported far fewer translations than its main compa-
rable economic rival France (615 to 464).3

Although it is not surprising that the insularity of English is reflected
also in this, it is almost unimaginable that it nearly surpassed French
in the total number of exported economic translations, and likewise
striking that Great Britain remained a net importer of economic works
as late as the 1730s, only breaking even in the 1740s. The dramatic
increase did not reflect changes in the long-term comparative economic
development of Europe, nor the gradual growth of the European book
trade, but rather the impact, on the Braudelian level of the event, of
Britain’s somewhat shocking victory in the War of Austrian Succession
and its following arms race for trade and empire leading up to the Seven
Years’ War.?® This is of course not to say that some people did not foresee
the coming turning of the tables. Daniel Defoe joined a venerable tradi-
tion of interpretation when, in his important but never translated 1737
Plan for the English Commerce, he mused on the historical cyclicality of
emulation:

Most of our great Advances in Arts, in Trade, in Government, and
in almost all the great Things, we are now Masters of, and in which
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we so much exceed all our Neighbouring Nations, are really founded
upon the Inventions of others....Now we see the World ambitious
of imitating us in the same Manner, and to rival our Manufactures,
are obliged to hire Instructors from hence, and to learn of those who
were but Learners before.3¢

Inexorably intertwined with the rise of England, the second important
piece of information revealed by the OECD statistics is the relative
decline of Italy and the Spanish dominions, areas where the shift in
the European centre of economic gravity did not go unnoticed either.
While the former had botched the political transition from city-states
to nation-state in the late Renaissance and had stagnated economi-
cally thereafter, no country in Europe had suffered from the dark side
of early modern political economy more than Spain, whose enormous
influx of gold and silver from the New World in the end had paid only
for mercenary armies and foreign manufactures.?’” Their empire, once
almost universal in scale and scope, had seemingly failed to adapt to
the exigencies of commercial society.3® This was the reality to which
Juan Enrique de Graef reacted when, in his 1752-1756 journal Discursos
mercuriales, he sought to encourage a renewal of the empire by trans-
lating and ‘compiling what foreigners write on the principal matters of
commerce, cultivation and exercise of the arts’.3° As a Spanish trans-
lator of Dangeul’s fake translation of John Nickolls emblematically
wrote in his 1771 preface, ‘it seems to me that our language, arts, and
Muses will extend their empire, and take the tribute of commendation
from the emulating nations, which until this point they scornfully
have denied us’. This was why he hoped ‘the translation of a book’
could ‘contribute to the realization of many maxims which your high-
ness hopes to establish’ by demonstrating the ‘commerce undertaken
by two rival nations, and the way in which they have arrived at the
opulence they have acquired’.*’

The abbé Antonio Genovesi presented a complimentary analysis
when, in the 1750s, he set out to render a series of English works on
political economy in Italian to use as textbooks at his newly estab-
lished chair of political economy at the university of Naples. Noting
the irony that Italians now were forced to emulate the English model
as the English had once emulated Italy, he translated authors like John
Cary and Thomas Mun to communicate to as wide an audience as
possible the ‘springs and levers’ Great Britain ‘had operated to lift itself,
in all parts of its economy, to greatness’.*! As Figure 5.6 demonstrates,
Italy remained a net exporter of economic works throughout the
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Figure 5.6 Italian balance of economic translations, 1540-1849

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a trend that becomes even more
pronounced if one ignores Italian translations of classical authors and
works by Italians originally written in Latin. From the 1730s onwards,
however, and dramatically so from the late 1750s, Italy would suffer
from a vertiginous translation imbalance with the rest of Europe, and
mainly with England and France.

And if the Scandinavian countries never had reached the peaks of
Italy and Spain, the same principle of emulation, and the same anxie-
ties, guided attempts there to catch up with or at least countervail the
growing dominance of England and France.*?

Although it is evident that the French empire, as the greatest exporter
of economic works in the period, proved to be a model for most
European countries to emulate, and although it remained unclear at
mid-century whether control of the seas and of the New World in the
end would fall to it or to Great Britain, contemporaries believed that
French political economy emerged as a discipline in the 1750s almost
entirely through the mediation of English works from the previous
century. As the January 1756 issue of the Journal Oeconomique emblem-
atically asserted, the Ardour, with which the English apply themselves to all
that can make commerce flourish, should no doubt excite our emulation.*3 Yet
translations never made up a large percentage of the total number of
all broadsides, pamphlets, brochures, and works on the subject widely
conceived.** Perhaps the solution to this conundrum is simply the
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extraordinarily coherent program undertaken by the group of philos-
ophes, statesmen, and former merchants gathered around the previously
mentioned figure of Vincent de Gournay, intendant du commerce under
Louis XV in the 1750s. What mattered was not merely the quantity of
works on political economy. By publishing a critical mass of interre-
lated works on the subject, Gournay’s circle in effect created a field
from scratch, a field in which books making different but interrelated
arguments — Cary’s history of English manufactures, Ustariz’s history of
Spanish industrial decline, and Coyer’s eulogy of commercial nobility —
could refer to each other synergetically in the act of weaving together
a new economic ideology for France. Individually, these books were
mere strands of thought. Together, they formed a thick web of political
economy strong enough to support a lively culture of public debate and
informed reforms alike.*

Their adopted program of translation included not only the greatest
English works of political economy, but tellingly also those of Spain,
a fact that poses difficulties for the hypothesis that translations can
be studied as a measure of the relative economic successes of nations.
The contrasting economic experiences of the two empires clearly
taught important and complementary lessons for European statesmen
in the period leading up to the Seven Years’ War, but whereas British
works were translated as ‘how to’ guides for the political economy of
empire, Spanish works might well have been translated as ‘how not to’
guides, as examples of which policies might work to reverse a relative
decline in economic affairs.*¢ As one work of English political economy
published under Gournay'’s aegis put it, ‘nothing contributes advantage
in sustaining our emulation’ more than ‘contemplating the acts of our
enemies’ precisely through such economic translations.*

The French illness that contemporaries dubbed Anglomania, which
manifested itself through the imitation of English gardens, institutions,
and apparel, was one of the principal reasons for the dramatic change
in translation patterns observable in the second half of the eighteenth
century.*® As the British envoy Edward Gibbon noted in the wake of the
Seven Years’ War, at a time when the Atlantic archipelago had become
the greatest imperial power the world had ever seen, ‘the name of
Englishman inspires as great an idea at Paris, as that of Roman could
at Carthage, after the defeat of Hannibal’.*® The importance of English
works in the French balance of translations is even more clearly observ-
able in Figure 5.7, charting the balance of translations between the two
countries only.
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Figure 5.7 English-French balance of economic translations, 1540-1849

Although the numbers for the early centuries are too small to warrant
sweeping generalisations, it is observable that English and French vied
for a positive balance of translations until the 1740s, at which point a
century of Anglomanie set in that, not surprisingly, would peak in the
years surrounding the French Revolution. France was nonetheless Great
Britain’s main rival at the time, and charting the balance of economic
translations between English and other continental languages shows an
even more marked discrepancy. Compared to 173 direct German trans-
lations of English economic works, only 15 German works had made
their way to Great Britain by 1849. And the 1750s were again a turning
point, the decade in which English books for the first time began to vie
with French imports at the Easter book fair in Leipzig.>® Germany was
in fact the clear loser in the European balance of translations in abso-
lute terms, importing 776 works but only exporting 197.51 Although
the argument could be made that a laggard area like the German states
simply had nothing to offer in terms of early modern economic writings,
the first chairs of political economy in the world were established in
early eighteenth-century Germany, and the now dated Bibliographie der
Kameralwissenschaften covers thousands of entries for the period in ques-
tion.%? Different national or regional cultures of political economy were
characterised by evidently different degrees of openness to foreign ideas
and practices, and on the macro-level of translation data it is obvious
that, though a continuous circulation of economic texts in translation
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existed in continental Europe, the English language gave far more than
it received on the subject.

Translations of economic works were so symptomatic of these larger
changes in European economic and linguistic relations because they
represented an ideal case of emulation. They were both themselves
emulative acts and the foundation for further and more widespread
emulation of theory and practice. And, in terms of the overarching devel-
opment of European commercial society at the time, it was obvious that
the English polity became a unique repertoire of political and economic
ideas for the eighteenth century. An English-German dictionary exem-
plified these general changes towards the end of the century: ‘As the
English Nation is taking the Lead in almost every Art and Science, so it
is become necessary to Foreigners aiming at Perfection in any Branch of
Business the English chiefly excel in, to gain a proper Knowledge of the
English Tongue’.%?

Widely circulated and translated in his lifetime, Josiah Child knew the
cyclical nature and double-edged power of such emulation all too well.
The first edition of his Discourse on Trade, a work famous for empha-
sising the need to lower the rate of interest, repeatedly argued that
England should look towards the economic successes of the continent
for inspiration, not only in terms of interest rates, but also industry:
‘If we intend to have the Trade of the World’, he maintained emblemati-
cally, ‘we must imitate the Dutch, who make the worst as well as the best of
all Manufactures, that we may be in a capacity of serving all Markets, and
all Humors’. England, in other words, should indulge in its economic
nationalism by copying the more varied and inclusive Dutch industrial
practices.>* Child’s own caveat to the fourth edition of his Discourse is
thus particularly striking:

Before I conclude, I think it necessary, for caution to my Countrymen,
to let them know what effects these discourses have had on others.
When I wrote my first treatise, interest was in the Island of Barbados
at 15 per cent. where it is since by an Act of the Country brought
down to 10 per cent. a great fall at once, and our weekly Gazettes
some months past informed us, that the Swedes by a law had brought
down their interest to 6 per cent. neither of which can have any good
effects upon us, but certainly the contrary, except by way of emulation
they quicken us to provide in time for our own good and prosperity.>3

Observing that his ideas had been implemented abroad, Child’s only
succour was the ‘good and prosperity’ that would result from the



122 Sophus A. Reinert

ongoing struggle between successful nations. By creating a permanent
state of precarious competition, Child and his contemporaries across
Europe came to consider economic emulation a constructive, if nerve-
wracking phenomenon that ultimately would make everyone better off,
fuelling a virtuous circle of one-upmanship.>®

This insight regarding the mechanisms of emulation through trans-
lation also came to inform the theory of language itself. As a result
of the very specific political context of the European system of states
after the War of Spanish Succession, what J. G. A. Pocock has called the
‘Utrecht Enlightenment’, the myth of Babel was in fact inflected to the
point where the separation of languages surprisingly came to be evalu-
ated positively. The Peace of Utrecht of 1713 brought the confessional
anarchy and the subsequent Wars of Religion that had dominated poli-
tics on the continent since the Reformation to a momentary close, inau-
gurating a period when the European order of states was linked by the
mutual emulation of commerce and manners.>” This was the context in
which the abbé Pluche published his La Mécanique des langues et l’art de
les enseigner in 1751, as the volume of translations in Europe was about
to explode as a cause and effect of the reciprocal process of emulation
and development observed by Child. In it, he radically delineated the
positive consequences of the fall of Babel in light of this new world order,
arguing that civilisation and the beneficial advances of the nation-state
were made possible only by the forced subdivision of men occasioned
by the episode of the tower, by the concentration and internal develop-
ment enforced by the isolation of linguistic communities.*® Translation,
it followed, was far more important than questing for a universal
language, as it had been for magicians and polymaths like Ramon Llull
and Athanasius Kircher, for it was the competitive interaction of nations
which begat civilisation and development, and only through translation
could one hope to emulate the achievements of others.

While the historiography of economics now generally relegates the
dawn of political economy as a ‘science’ to William Petty’s Political
Arithmetick, its cockcrow to Francois Quesnay’s Tableau économique, and
its glorious daybreak to Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, approaching
the development of political economy in Europe from the perspec-
tive of translations delineates an alternate picture. Different economic
works were of course qualitatively different carriers of influence in
translation, but those that emerge as particularly important seldom
correspond to the canon of political economy established in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. Where numerous articles and volumes
on the physiocrats for example now appear on a monthly basis, it is
beyond doubt that the anti-physiocrats won the day at the time as the
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system erected by Quesnay’s men degenerated into dearth and famine.*°
Three translations of Voltaire’s attack on physiocracy in fact appeared
in London and Ireland before any physiocratic text was translated into
English, and Ferdinando Galiani’s scathing critique of them similarly
reached most of Italy before they did. The anti-physiocrat Necker’s three
best-selling works went through at least 60 editions, selling more than
120,000 copies across Europe only in the 1770s and 1780s. He might
have been the best-selling political economist in history well into the
nineteenth century, yet his work on the subject is rigorously neglected
in the Anglophone world.5!

Similarly, the most studied ‘British’ economic writers of the late
seventeenth century - pamphleteers like Nicholas Barbon, Dudley
North, the early Henry Martyn, Charles Davenant, and Andrew Fletcher
of Saltoun - were remarkably uninfluential in terms of editions and
translations. Although the current fame of some authors like Thomas
Mun does reflect a wide readership in early modern Europe, this is
an exception that proves the rule. Not only do digital tools like Early
English Books Online and Making of the Modern World show that North
and Martyn were hardly ever referenced by their contemporaries in
England, but they were never republished, never translated, and prac-
tically never read before McCulloch rediscovered them in the 1850s.
Instead, continental translators looked to authors and pamphleteers
that were deemed more in line with actual British policy at the time:
currently neglected ‘mercantilists’ like John Cary, the authors of the
British Merchant, and later Joshua Gee, all men of practice rather than
moral philosophers who momentarily turned their gazes to worldlier
concerns. The economic policies spearheaded by these writers — in a few
words, pursuing profits through armed coercion, freeing internal trade,
and encouraging domestic industry with high tariffs on the exporta-
tion of raw materials and the importation of manufactured goods — are
a far cry from those proposed today by mainstream economists. A bias
in the secondary literature towards ‘precursorism’, towards charting the
genealogy of current ideas and ideologies rather than studying ideas in
their own contexts (what Quentin Skinner has called the ‘mythology of
prolepsis’),%? has profoundly skewed our understanding of the history of
political economy in the European world.

If one’s interest is in ideas and their repercussions in their histor-
ical context rather than ideas as they seem immediately applicable to
current concerns, a study of the history of economic texts in translation
suggests that a fundamental revision of the established canon might
not only be possible but indeed absolutely necessary. J. G. A. Pocock
long ago called for a more thorough history of translations, arguing that
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‘we must consider what happened when Grotius was read in London
or Hobbes in Leiden, Locke in Naples or Montesquieu in Philadelphia’.
He concludes that the Dutch reading of Hobbes meant ‘no more than
that Leviathan has many histories, and figures in the creation and diffu-
sion of languages through many kinds of contexts,” but one must push
beyond this to get at the core of the problem.® For, if one truly respects
contexts, the question cannot simply be how Locke’s economic works
were read in Casalpusterlengo or how Quesnay was appropriated in
Skiippagurra, a method which reproduces all of the prejudices and none
of the pleasures of teleology. This is to put the cart before the horse. We
should study the canon historically, not history canonically. A serious
engagement with the history of economic translations demonstrates
that authors such as Locke, North, and Quesnay were not read as widely
and religiously as one might have imagined, and the striking question
is really what people might have read instead. The ‘canonical’ authors
of British political economy were simply not the same in Europe as in
Britain, or even in Britain then as in Britain now.

The international economic rivalry of the early modern period
contributed to the creation of a widespread market in Europe for the
translation of works on political economy widely considered, a vast and
varied market that historians too long have ignored. For while Nietzsche
remarked in the Gay Science that ‘translation was a form of conquest’ in
Roman times, when poets such as Horace and Propertius absorbed Greek
texts for the Roman present as part of a protocol of cultural annexa-
tion, economic translations have historically served precisely the oppo-
site purpose.® Resisting a conquering economy required countervailing
its measures and emulating the instruments of its empire; occasionally
before, and systematically after 1750, translations became the prin-
cipal catalyst of this process. Whether the context was the explosive
rivalry between giants like France and Great Britain or the more anxious
attempts by new nations like Naples to find a place under the already
crowded sun, translation was, as Goethe would write to Carlyle in July
of 1827, ‘one of the most important and valuable concerns in the whole
world of affairs’.®®
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War, Peace and the Rise of
the London Stock Market

Giles Parkinson

The stock market which arose in London toward the end of the seven-
teenth century emerged from a confluence of political, social, economic
and cultural processes. The focus of this chapter is on the extent to
which England’s participation in continental war between 1689 and
1697 called the nascent market in securities into being and, further-
more, conditioned its early development. The argument will develop
as follows. To begin, the case for war as a catalytic effect upon the stock
market is presented; consideration is also given to the future role the
capital market in securities would play in financing the wars against
France over the course of the long eighteenth century. Next, an historical
question is posed: how was it that contemporaries came to identify fluc-
tuations in abstract share prices as real changes in the national fortunes
of their country? Answers are sought in two places. First, it is noted that
the forts and ships of overseas trading companies were especially vulner-
able to attack during periods of episodic warfare: profits would slump,
dividends were suspended, and the share price would tumble. Second,
attention is given to the value of securities issued to fund the conflict;
they are seen to rise and fall in response to news of events affecting
the survival of the Glorious Revolution because, ultimately, their worth
depended upon the promises of future payments made by the regime.

I

The decade of the 1690s was a period of great change and ferment in
the London stock market. For years the aggregated total number of
shareholders had remained steady at around 700.! There was little
investment choice beyond the East Indian, Royal African, and Hudson'’s
Bay companies; only eleven other enterprises were incorporated as
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Table 6.1 Annual numbers of transfers of stock, 1688-1698

Bank East Royal Hudson’s Estcourt’s

of India African Bay Lead
Year England Company Company Company Mine
1688 624* 101 24
1689 X 81 22
1690 X 38 67
1691 3139* 928 92
1692 X 487 92
1693 X 391 81 99
1694 880* 2426* 207 50 105
1695 1371 X 194 52 30
1696 1322 X 129 21
1697 2082 X 195 21
1698 2477 1158* 734 14

Sources: see Parkinson, ‘London stock market’, ‘Table 2.1: Annual numbers of transfers of
stock, 1688-1698’, p. 73.

Note: An asterisk (*) denotes proportional extrapolation from incomplete data to arrive at an
annual figure, a cross (X) that data does not survive for that year.

joint-stock companies with transferable shares by 1688.2 Liquidity was
thin. During the 1680s the annual number of share transactions in these
three trading companies ticked over at around three or four hundred
transfers per year.® Then, sometime around 1690-1691 - the data are
patchy — the number of share transactions ballooned (see Table 6.1). Part
of this sudden increase in share activity was caused by new investors
rushing to participate in the market; the number of stockholders rose by
eightfold during the decade to approximately 5,000.*

What changed? The explosion in market activity has been attrib-
uted in part to the lubricating effect of the large ‘scrip dividends’ -
‘stock splits’ in modern parlance - issued by two companies in these
years.> That is, in September 1690 each stock owner of the Hudson’s
Bay Company had the number of his shares tripled, while the Royal
African Company quadrupled the size of existing holdings in July 1691.°
There are several flaws with this argument, however. First, increasing
the number of shares available in a market does not stimulate demand
in and of itself since potential investors are not compelled to buy the
stock on offer. Moreover, the East India Company did not issue a scrip
dividend at this time, and yet it can be seen that the number of annual
transactions in this stock increased fivefold in just three years. Finally,



War, Peace and the Rise of the London Stock Market 133

focusing on internal changes in preexisting companies does not explain
why new enterprises, such as the Bank of England and Estcourt’s Lead
Mine, should be founded at this particular time. Rather than looking to
scrip dividends to account for the dramatic changes of the 1690s, the
dominant factor lies elsewhere.

A contemporary explanation for this prodigal expansion is offered by
John Houghton, a Londoner prominent in the history of the early stock
market.” During the decade he peddled share tips and brokering services
from his business behind the Royal Exchange and published A Collection
for Improvement of Husbandry and Trade, a periodical which discussed
aspects of the fledgling stock market.® In the summer of 1694 he ran a
series of essays exposing the inner mysteries of the stock market to his
readers and wrote,

A great many Stocks have arisen since this war with France; for Trade
being obstructed at Sea, few that had Money were willing it should
be idle, and a great many that wanted Employments studied how
to dispose of their Money, that they might be able to command it
whensoever they had occasion, which they found they could more
easily do in Joint-Stock, than in laying out the same in Lands, Houses
or Commodities, these [shares] being more easily shifted from Hand
to Hand.’

According to Houghton, normal capital flows were disrupted as a result
of England’s entry into the War of the League of Augsburg in 1689;
capital found an outlet in the London stock market because of the fungi-
bility provided by shares, they ‘being more easily shifted from Hand to
Hand’ than investments in property or commercial assets.!°

As well as being illiquid, the declining profitability of traditional
investment classes further encouraged capital to be diverted into equi-
ties. In April 1694 Samuel Jeake, a nonconformist provincial merchant
from the Sussex town of Rye, recorded in his diary that the ‘war having
spoiled all [his] Trade’ he was now making ‘but 5 per cent of my
money at Interest upon Mortgages & Bonds, upon which I could but
barely maintain my family’. Looking for a higher return, ‘to venture
& try to advance my income’, ‘several Projects...began to run in my
mind’, such as buying tickets in the Million Lottery, investing in East-
India stock, and ‘putting in moneys upon...the Bank of England’.!!
Wider empirical evidence suggests that overseas merchants were moti-
vated by similar considerations. D. W. Jones, for example, has found
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that London merchants (especially wine importers) sought alterna-
tive forms of profitable yet liquid investment at this time; they were
therefore prominent subscribers of capital to the Bank of England.!?
Certainly, if we examine the occupations of known shareholders, we
find that a significant proportion identified themselves as ‘merchants’
during the 1690s.13

As well as stimulating the rise of the stock market at this particular
time, war guided the direction which the new developments took.
During the 1690s the stock market grew in size by the expansion of
existing enterprises and the incorporation of new ones. The great
trading companies sought to increase their market capitalisation
through reorganisation of the capital structure and through secondary
share issues. While the Hudson’s Bay Company tripled and the (Old)
East-India Company quadrupled in size between 1690 and 1700, the
Royal African Company ballooned tenfold to over £1 million.!* The
stock market grew further through the diverse array of joint-stock
companies founded at this time. Between July 1691 and October
1693, peak numbers of patents were enrolled, and many of the new
ventures begun during the decade were incorporated to exploit one
of these new inventions.!> Take, for example, the Company for the
Sucking-Worm Engine of Mr John Loftingh, Merchant, at Bow Church
Yard, Cheapside, which was chartered to manufacture and market a
patented design of fire engine.!® Such was the flurry of activity that
estimating the number of new companies is fraught with difficulty.
Counting the scattered references from a variety of printed sources,
William Robert Scott has identified the names of approximately 100
English joint stocks in existence by the end of 1695.17 About fifty
of these received periodic coverage by Houghton in the share tables
he printed in each issue of his Collection.'® The influence of the war
upon these new companies becomes apparent when their names and
charters are examined: many were founded in order to either supply
war material (such as armaments, mines, and other heavy industries)
or manufacture those traditionally French-produced commodities
(such as paper, glass, linen, and silk) whose supply was disrupted by
the hostilities.!” Take, for example, ‘The governor and company for
casting and making guns and ordnance in moulds of metal’ of 1693 or
‘The company of the glass makers in and about the cities of London
and Westminster’ of 1691.2°

A third group of enterprises connected with the war were those estab-
lished to finance the conflict. Of the various funds and schemes, the
most significant and enduring was the Bank of England, called into
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existence in 1694 through the provision of a £1.2 million loan to the
government.?! Annual payments of 8 per cent were guaranteed through
an act of Parliament and backed by reserving portions of future tax
revenue: the shareholders who subscribed capital to the loan were
therefore relieved of the precarious uncertainty that the monarch could
default on payments at will. For example, in 1672 Charles II suspended
all capital repayments to his creditors in an infamous incident remem-
bered as the ‘Stop of the Exchequer’.?? But two decades later, Samuel
Jeake believed that buying shares in the Bank of England automatically
bought him a guaranteed yield of ‘8 per cent perpetual Interest’ on the
investment.?

The founding of the bank marked the beginning of a quiet transfor-
mation in the English system of public credit and has been identified as
a turning point in the creation of John Brewer’s ‘fiscal military state’.?*
The history of England’s long eighteenth century is dominated by the
wars against France which began after the Glorious Revolution. In terms
of population and natural wealth, the advantage lay with the French;
English resources were limited and inadequate to sustain the crippling
cost of the conflict. However, through a system of long-term public
borrowing, so greatly superior to that of the French, it was possible for
the English government to tap the country’s wealth for war purposes
far more effectively than could have been achieved by taxation alone.
England could now spend out of all proportion to her tax revenue and
mobilise her smaller reserves of blood and treasure to greater effect, so
the argument goes. Military success, in its turn, led to the expansion of
economic empire and, therefore, the domination of overseas markets
which, had they fallen to the French, might have seriously impaired
England’s economic growth. The function of the Bank of England, then,
was to mobilise wealth and connect it to the making of war, financing
the capture of empire.

During the 1690s the stock market expanded dramatically by every
measure: joint-stock companies increased in both size and number,
common and preference shares were traded with greater frequency, and
thousands of new investors entered the market. They were attracted
by the fungibility and potential for profit offered by equities amid the
uncertain wartime economic climate which was depressing foreign
trade. As well as stimulating new growth, the conflict also affected the
direction of the changes by diverting capital toward those companies
connected to the war economy. Beneath these developments, the begin-
ning of a well-organised system of public credit was taking place in the
form of the Bank of England.
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II

The changes in the nature of the stock market just described affected
the way that contemporaries thought about the shares which they
bought and sold in increasing volumes. Toward the end of Anne’s
reign, Jonathan Swift bemoaned that ‘the Wealth of the Nation, that
used to be reckoned by the Value of Land, is now computed by the
Rise and Fall of Stocks’.2S Thomas Baston, publishing his Thoughts
on Trade in 1716, wrote that most people now took stocks ‘to be the
Weather Glass of the State...so that they judge the Health or Sickness
of the Publick’.?® Comments such as these suggest that sometime
around 1700 the rise and fall in stock prices came to be identified with
the fortunes of the (Protestant) nation. How was such an astonishing
connection made?

Ever since the 1680s, share prices had appeared in the London
business press as a permanent feature of agricultural and industrial
commodity price lists.?” Price lists were precisely that: specialist publi-
cations aimed at a narrow mercantile audience, with limited appeal to
outsiders. Readership, accordingly, was low. The only relatively reliable
data for newspaper print runs in this period are based on records gener-
ated in connection with the Stamp Act of 1712; they show that at this
time price lists typically paid duty on around sixty to seventy issues
each week.?® Although the earliest example of a share price reported
by an ordinary newspaper comes from the Flying Post of 25 June 1695,
financial ‘gossip columns’ were not common until the summer of
1696.% The inclusion of price data at this time, and not during the
boom earlier in the decade, can be attributed to the increasing propor-
tion of passive stock holdings in a cooling market.3° Following the
fortunes of a stock in the press would titillate the armchair investor, yet
the knowledge was too dated to be of practical use to the hour-by-hour
speculator.?!

In general, newspapers restricted their share reports to the same
stocks covered by the price lists: namely, the Royal African, East-India
and Hudson’s Bay companies, and the Bank of England.3? Together
the value of these four enterprises commanded the dominant share
of the aggregate market. Likewise, contemporaries also focused their
attention on the same narrow range of stocks when writing about
the movements of shares.?* For example, the diarist Narcissus Luttrell
gave a running commentary on a reversal in the fortunes of the
East-India Company during the autumn of 1695. On 5 September
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he wrote that the price of stock had risen to £94 after the arrival of a
ship bearing cargo worth £25,000.3¢ The press expected the shares to
rise still further.?® The following week, however, they slumped to £74
when news arrived of the loss of two ships.3® Then, in mid-October,
the price collapsed to £54 with the announced loss of a further
three vessels.3’

Bad news from abroad broke abruptly and brought sudden ruin, but
the building anticipation of positive news was crucial in talking up
the price of a stock. This was especially true for the trading compa-
nies since news of the impending arrival of a ship often outpaced its
return to port from the far corners of the globe. Investors flocked to
buy shares in the hope that the profits of the cargo would be redis-
tributed through a special dividend. For example, on 29 April 1696,
Houghton quotes the price of East-India stock at £54.38 Two weeks later,
The Protestant Mercury publicised the contents of a letter the company
had received from ‘Mr Viccars, Master of the Packet Boats in Dublin’,
warning that ships were soon expected to arrive in London.* The price
of the stock began to nudge upward to reach £58 on 13 May.** When
the ships arrived, as the Flying Post reported on 21 May 1696, the shares
leapt to £67.41 A week later, The Post Boy was gamely describing how
‘the Actions of the East-India Company advance daily, and I hear they
expect 5 ships before Winter’.*2

Although the foreign trading companies were given a monopoly posi-
tion within England to carry on a particular trade, their charters did not
protect them against depredations and encroachments from outsiders.
As one pamphlet explained, ‘East Indian, Affrican and Hudsons Bay
Companies are...affected by the War with private Traders, their present
Importations and Exportations are attended with greater Risques, higher
Fraight and new Duties’.*? Especially, the trading companies were vulner-
able to attack by the French. For instance, John Evelyn noted in his diary
that, following a run of military setbacks in West Africa, the price of
shares in the Royal African Company had collapsed to £30 in 1694 from
£173 in 1689.* Throughout the decade the Hudson’s Bay Company
faced low-level economic rivalry from French traders in Canada which
often erupted into an open conflict of tit-for-tat raids and counter-raids,
depressing share prices and interrupting regular dividend payments.*>

From the mid-1690s, then, the publication of share prices was increas-
ingly prevalent, and attention tended to concentrate on the fortunes
of the main trading companies. Connections were being made, more-
over, between the shipping news of safe arrivals or losses at sea and
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fluctuations in the price of the stock. In particular, it was recognised
that the success or failure of an individual overseas trading company
was bound up with the wider narrative of England’s successes and fail-
ures as a corporate body in the wars against France. This association, it
will be argued in the next section, was especially strong with connec-
tion to the Bank of England, the other stock which contemporaries
paid particular attention to.

II1

The financial interdependence of rulers and ruled has been coined the
‘Eumenes effect’.*® Eumenes of Cardia was one of Alexander the Great’s
generals who survived the initial power struggle following the death of
Alexander because he was so heavily indebted to the other generals: his
rivals had a vested interest in keeping him alive in the hope of repay-
ment! If creditors have a general self-interest in maintaining the ability
of debtors to repay their financial obligations, by the same principle
lenders to the post-1688 Crown acquired a political interest in the
survival of the sovereign regime, principally against the Franco-Jacobite
threat. The founding of the Bank of England in 1694 institutionalised
the new relationship between nation and monarch by acting as a finan-
cial mediator: contemporaries recognised that the bank, ‘like the other
Publick Funds, ty[ed] the People faster to the Government’.*’ Indeed,
it can be contended that a purchase of government debt bought with
it a stake in the post-Revolutionary nation and its anti-Catholic princi-
ples. As such, investment in the funds became a patriotic gesture.*® This
observation goes some way in explaining the disproportionate number
of Huguenot names which are found on shareholder lists, especially
within the Bank of England.*

The other ‘public fund’ of significance established at this time was the
Million Adventure. Designed by Thomas Neale to raise a quick £1 million
in 1694, 100,000 lottery tickets were sold at £10 each, the proceeds going
to the government.>° Unlike most modern lotteries, after the initial draw,
non-prize winning (or ‘blank’) tickets were not worthless but rather
yielded an annuity of £1 per annum for sixteen years. A secondary market
in these tickets immediately sprang up to cater to those who did not wish
to wait for sixteen years to elapse before realising their full investment.>!
Of course, if King William was toppled by a Jacobite coup or French inva-
sion before the sixteen-year period was over, then the tickets really would
be worthless, as would shares in the Bank of England.
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If the ‘Eumenes’ hypothesis is correct, any change in the probability
of a Jacobite restoration or French victory over England should be
reflected in the financial markets.>? Any Franco-Jacobite activity that
altered the possibility of a Stuart restoration would have an immediate
and predictable effect. Specifically, the perceived worth of securities
which depended upon payments by King William’s government - such
as the price of Bank of England shares and the resale value of ‘blank’
tickets in the Million Lottery — would rise or fall in proportion to the
changing likelihood of the survival of the Glorious Revolution, since
any change in the regime would automatically lead to a default on
annuity payments (for lottery tickets) and dividends (for bank shares).
On 3 January 1695, for example, John Freke — broker to John Locke —
wrote that ‘on the Queens death the Bank Actions fell from 76 to 72 but
are now got up again’.>® Throwaway comments such as these are not
convincing when taken in isolation, but empirically the evidence for
the ‘Eumenes’ hypothesis is much stronger. Figure 6.1 shows the price
of shares in the Bank of England and the resale value of ‘blank’ tickets in
the Million Lottery from 1695 to 1697. It can be seen that the two data
series move in tandem with one another, and mathematically they show
a high degree of correlation.>*

Correlation is not causation, however; the intimate relationship
between European military events and the price of securities is best
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Figure 6.1 Average monthly prices for Bank of England shares and value of
‘blank’ million lottery tickets, January 1695-December 1697
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Figure 6.2 Spot data for Bank of England shares and value of ‘blank’ million
lottery tickets, August-September 1697

demonstrated by a micro-examination of the financial impact of the
Treaty of Ryswick. Again, as with news of arriving trading ships, antic-
ipation was important. Toward the end of July, hopes of a tangible
victory began to rise; Luttrell wrote in his diary that the price of Bank
of England stock was up at £72 from the level of £60 where it had
lingered for the last few months.>® In Figure 6.2, securities price data
were extracted from a variety of sources — including newspapers,
diaries, price currents, diplomatic correspondence, and Houghton'’s
Collection — and plotted as a time series.>® Where two different prices
are given for the same day, both are included without attempting
to reconcile them. For much of August the price of bank shares and
lottery tickets was around £75 and £6 respectively. Then, in the fourth
week, there appears to have been an episode of speculation in bank
stock: on 28 August the excitable Post Boy reported that ‘the Auctions
or Stocks of the several Companies advances daily, the People being
convinced that the Peace is as good as concluded’.’” Samuel Jeake
hastened to London in order to monitor the situation and made a
purchase of £100 nominal in bank stock at £85 10s on 6 September.58
The miniature bubble deflated, however, and a correspondent wrote
on 10 September that the share price, which had peaked at £92, had
now slumped back to £80/82.5° It remained around this level for the
next two weeks, while the resale value of a ‘blank’ lottery ticket edged
upward to £6 5s. When news arrived that the peace had been signed,
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the impact upon the securities market was electric: the terms not
only ended the Nine Years’ War but also included an explicit recog-
nition by Louis XIV of William as king of England and, further, a
renunciation of his support for the Stuart restoration. As the Post Boy
reported:

On the 11th early in the morning we received the agreeable News
of the Conclusion of the Peace....Upon notice of this News the Bells
were rung in all parts of this City, the great Guns were fired round
the Tower, and at night we had Bonefires and Illuminations, with
other Demonstrations of Joy suitable to the occasion: In a word,
it has already such Effect on affairs, that the Bank Stock advanced
10 per Cent the first day.®®

And, as well as the price of bank shares shooting up to £98, the value of
‘blank’ lottery tickets rose to £6 18s.

By every indicator, the London stock market underwent a period of
quantitative and qualitative change during the 1690s. The number of
investors rose eightfold; approximately one hundred new companies
were listed; existing enterprises increased their market capitalisation;
stock prices were reported more often in the press; and shares changed
hands with greater frequency. A new generation of investors was encour-
aged to enter the capital market by the fungibility which shares offered
and a decline in the returns they were receiving from other assets such
as bonds, property and commodities. But as well as increasing the attrac-
tiveness of the stock market, England’s military campaign against France
affected the direction of growth in the burgeoning capital market. In
amongst the new gunpowder and glass-making companies a system of
public credit was taking shape around the Bank of England and other
government-backed securities. Since future payments on this quasi-na-
tional debt depended upon the survival of the Glorious Revolution, the
value of bank stock and lottery tickets rose and fell in accordance with
the likelihood of the Stuart restoration. Contemporaries, who noted
that the price of East-India stock fell whenever news arrived that a ship
had been sunk, and that lottery tickets rose with an English victory,
naturally made the association between fluctuations in share prices
and the changing fortunes of the nation. Moreover, those with a vested
interest in preserving the post-Revolutionary religious settlement
against a Catholic France — such as nonconformists and Huguenots —
had every reason to invest in those public funds which were, indirectly,
defending the realm.
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The Impact of Gifts and

Trade: Georgia Colonists and
Yamacraw Indians in the Colonial
American Southeast

Claire S. Levenson

Inthe summer of 1734, aremarkable encounter took place in Kensington
Palace: an elderly American Indian chief named Tomochichi attended
an audience held by King George II of England and his wife Queen
Caroline. Tomochichi was the leader of the Yamacraws of southeastern
North America, and he had come with his wife and a delegation of
Indians to cement a budding alliance between his people and the
monarchs of Britain. During his meeting with the king, Tomochichi
presented George II with a stick adorned with eagle feathers and
proclaimed through an interpreter, ‘These are the Feathers of the Eagle,
which is the swiftest of Birds, and who flieth all round our Nations.
These Feathers are a Sign of Peace in our Land, and have been carried
from Town to Town there; and we have brought them over to leave
with you, O Great King, as a Sign of everlasting Peace’.! In the middle of
his speech, Tomochichi laid two animal skins at the king’s feet. George
IT replied solemnly that he accepted these gifts ‘as an Indication of
their [the Yamacraw’s] good Disposition to me and my People. I shall
always be ready to cultivate a good Correspondence between them and
my own Subjects, and shall be glad of any Occasion to shew [sic] you
a Mark of my particular Friendship and Esteem’.? Several weeks later,
the Indians dined with the Earl of Egmont, a prominent member of
the British government. Egmont recounted that after the dinner and
festivities had concluded, he presented Tomochichi ‘with a guilt [sic]
carved Tobacho [sic] box, who on receiving it Said, he would get a
ribband [sic] and hang it at his breast next to his heart. At parting, he
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told me that he came down to See me with a good will, and return’d
[sic] in friendship’.?

The two scenes illuminate a central act of diplomacy that pervaded
relations between American Indians and Europeans in the sixteenth,
seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries: the exchange of gifts. According
to traditions shared by Native groups across North America, custom
demanded that gifts be exchanged whenever any agreement was entered
into or transaction completed. These peoples exchanged gifts not simply
to acquire scarce or useful items, but, as importantly, to demonstrate feel-
ings of benevolence and a desire to maintain peaceful relations. When
one examines these gift exchanges, two important elements become
apparent. First were the symbolic, metaphorical meanings surrounding
gift exchange, including the goodwill, reciprocity, and obligation that
gifts signified and engendered. Second was the concrete, material side
of gift giving, embodied in the use-value of the objects and the tangible
political and economic benefits both sides derived from their mutual
alliance. The exchange of gifts in the spirit of reciprocity and generosity
established trust among Indian peoples, and the Europeans who settled
in the New World were compelled to respect and adapt to these Native
traditions if they hoped to forge and maintain meaningful relationships
with the Indians of North America.*

This chapter examines a series of gift exchanges and diplomatic inter-
actions in the mid-eighteenth century, in what is now the southeastern
United States, between the Yamacraw Indians and the British colonists
of Georgia. The aim is to shed light on the motivations and strategies
of these peoples. Why did they forge an alliance, how did they sustain
it, and what did they hope to gain from it? Underpinning every aspect
of this relationship were the desires of both groups to promote the
political and economic interests of their peoples, and they understood
that the survival and sovereignty of their communities depended on
this alliance. In the end, the ways in which they forged and sustained a
complex but mutually beneficial relationship offer significant insights
into larger questions of colonial and indigenous diplomacy that extend
well beyond the confines of eighteenth-century North America.

The Southeast was an unstable region during this period, domi-
nated by the struggle for power among British settlers, Spanish
explorers, French colonists, and American Indians. The British settlers
who founded Georgia in 1733 understood that in this unpredictable
world, Indians were necessary allies, for they provided land on which
to settle, intelligence information, and military aid.> Indeed, British
settlement in Georgia would have been difficult if not impossible had
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the Indians reacted with hostility to the newcomers. The Yamacraws
were likewise aware of the many benefits the white settlers could
offer, including political influence with other Indian peoples in the
Southeast and access to much-desired European goods like metal
tools, guns, and cloth.®

In the Southeast, gift giving formed part of the backbone of the rela-
tionship that developed between the Yamacraws and the British because
it was a powerful means through which the two groups could interact
and bond.” In the context of European and Indian relationships, gifts
helped build alliances because the fundamental, peaceful messages that
they communicated were understood across cultural and linguistic
boundaries.® However, there were severe limits to that comprehension,
because gifts also signified a range of other messages and obligations
that were not always immediately apparent to both sides. Alliances
were often in jeopardy, for behind the ostensibly benevolent face of
gifts and pledges of friendship, two sovereign peoples shrewdly sought
to further their own political, economic, and territorial goals. To take
just one example, the gifts of land that the Indians gave to the British
throughout this period served a variety of ends for both sides. They
were demonstrations of goodwill, gestures that engendered obligation,
and transfers of power.’

Relations between the British colony of Georgia and the Yamacraw
Indians formally began in January 1733 when James Oglethorpe led a
small group of about a hundred British settlers across the Atlantic to the
North American Southeast. Oglethorpe was a prominent British politi-
cian who had begun his political life in the House of Commons. He was
one of the principal architects of Georgia, and it was largely through his
lobbying efforts that the British government had authorised the colo-
ny’s establishment.!°

Oglethorpe and his small group landed on the banks of the Savannah
River in the northeastern section of the present-day state of Georgia, just
inland from the Atlantic coast. These settlers had sailed from England to
establish a charitable colony, whose ostensible purpose was to provide
a home for the ‘worthy poor’ of Britain.!! This venture was undertaken
by a group of prominent politicians, including Oglethorpe, who called
themselves the ‘Trustees for Establishing the Colony of Georgia’.!?> Both
the Trustees and the British government hoped that Georgia’s strategic
location between British South Carolina and Spanish Florida would
make it a buffer between the two rival colonies. They also wanted to
counteract the growing power of France’s Louisiana settlements, located
to the west of Georgia in the Gulf of Mexico.!?
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The Indians in the southern interior were not encountering
Europeans for the first time when the British arrived. These peoples
had been in contact since the sixteenth century with Europeans, from
the Spanish in Florida to the British in South Carolina to the French
in Louisiana. Many Indian groups had developed long-standing alli-
ances or enmities with their European neighbours through a variety
of networks, notably the deerskin trade and the trade in enslaved
Indians.!'* Even those communities that did not interact regularly
with Europeans, it is now clear, had for centuries endured the devas-
tating onslaught of European diseases. Never having been exposed
to illnesses like smallpox, measles, and yellow fever, the Indian
communities had developed no immunities to these deadly viruses.!®
However, because Europeans did not settle in the Southeast until the
seventeenth century, the Indian peoples of the region dealt with the
devastation brought by European diseases in the sixteenth century
before they had to handle the stresses of regular contact with European
people on their land. These Indian groups thus ‘had already weath-
ered demographic crises, recreated themselves politically, innovated
culturally, and gained varying degrees of knowledge of Europeans and
some of their goods’. Unlike their northeastern counterparts, these
Indian nations had been able to regroup and readjust to the presence
of Europeans before they were confronted with direct encroachment
by the immigrants.'®

The Yamacraws were one of the first groups of southeastern Indians
with whom the Georgia settlers established relations. The Yamacraws
were a small group with close ethnic ties to the powerful Creeks, or
Muskogee people. Spread out over the land west of Georgia to the
Mississippi River, the Creeks formed a very powerful yet loose confed-
eration of a number of different ethnic groups. One estimate has placed
their numbers at about 20,000 men, women, and children in the late
eighteenth century.!” They had been classified by South Carolina traders
in the previous century into the Upper and Lower Creek peoples,
based upon the relative positions of each village in relation to the two
main ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ trade paths that linked the Creeks with South
Carolina. The people of the Upper Creek were the Abeikas, Alabamas,
Tallapoosas, and Okfuskees; among the more important Upper towns
were Muccolossus, Tuckbatchee, Little Tallassee, Okfuskee, and Okchai.
The majority of the people of the Lower Creek towns were Cowetas, and
their most politically dominant towns were Coweta and Cussita.!®

The Yamacraws had split from the confederacy following the devas-
tating Yamasee War (1715-1717), a conflict between the British colonists
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in South Carolina and an alliance of powerful Indian groups in the
Southeast, led by the Yamasee Indians and supported by the Creek
Indians. Though the precise causes of the war have been much debated,
it is clear that a series of offenses perpetrated by British traders against
their Indian clients, repeated breaches of Indian customs and diplomatic
protocols by the South Carolina government over trade regulations, and
a significant trade in enslaved Indians exacerbated latent tensions. The
war, which claimed the lives of countless American Indians and over
four hundred colonists, ended when a group of Coweta Creek Indians
broke with the Yamasee Indians and negotiated a treaty settlement with
South Carolina, a conclusion to the conflict that some Creeks accepted
and others rejected.?

The Yamacraw Indians were among the groups of Creek Indians who
disagreed with the peace negotiated between the Coweta Creeks and
South Carolina, and they split from the confederacy and created a
separate community. The diffuse nature of authority in Creek political
institutions meant that these relocated groups were not coerced into
accepting the Coweta position and thus were independent from, but
not enemies of, the Coweta Creeks and their confederates.?’ However,
according to one Creek leader, the Yamacraws had been ‘banished’ from
the Creek confederacy, suggesting that some latent tensions remained
between the two groups.?!

The Yamacraws were a small group of predominately Lower Creek
people, led by a chief, or mico, named Tomochichi.?? He had relo-
cated his family and a group of followers to the bluffs overlooking the
Savannah River in the years before Oglethorpe and his party landed in
the area.?® The reasons behind the split between the Yamacraws and
the Lower Creeks remain uncertain. Julie Anne Sweet has argued that
many Creek leaders resented Tomochichi because they suspected that
his decision to form his own community might have been a political
power play.?* However, the Yamacraws and the Creeks never severed
ties completely, and their ambivalent and competitive relationship
helped shape the political and economic landscape of the region in
subsequent decades.?

From the beginning, gift giving had an essential role in establishing
and strengthening the British and Yamacraws relationship. Soon after
the British landed in early 1733, Tomochichi and a delegation of
Yamacraw Indians paid them a series of visits. During one of the first
of these meetings, Tomochichi offered Oglethorpe a buffalo skin with
a picture of an eagle painted on the inside. According to Oglethorpe’s
account, Tomochichi gave a speech explaining,
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The eagle signified speed and the buffalo strength. That the English
were as swift as the bird, and as strong as the beast; since like the first,
they flew from the utmost parts of the earth over the vast seas, and,
like the second, nothing could withstand them. That the feathers of
the eagle were soft, and signified love; the buffalo’s skin warm, and
signified protection; therefore he hoped that we would love them
and protect their little families.?®

Oglethorpe, in many of his accounts of interactions with the Yamacraws,
portrayed them as very receptive to Christianity, presumably because he
knew that such a portrayal would appeal to the Trustees, who had settled
the colony as a charitable venture. The feelings of ‘love’, ‘warmth’, and
‘protection’ communicated by Tomochichi could thus have been embel-
lished by Oglethorpe to project a comforting, Christianised image of the
Yamacraws. Tomochichi’s declaration offers a very powerful metaphor
for the British and Yamacraws relationship. Scholars have argued that for
many American Indian peoples, gifts connoted ‘words’, meaning that the
kind of present or the amount of presents given carried specific signifi-
cance.?”” The eagle feathers and the buffalo skin were likely intended to
flatter the British as symbols of their power and of the protection they
brought to the alliance. The white colour of the eagle feathers addition-
ally signified peace, for eagle feathers were often given by Indians of the
Southeast to demonstrate friendly intentions. The gift was a tangible
symbol of the alliance Tomochichi hoped to cultivate with the Georgia
colonists.

Other significant gifts were exchanged during the course of this
initial series of talks. In one meeting, Tomochichi presented deerskins
to Oglethorpe. In return, Oglethorpe, ‘after having assured them [the
Yamacraws] of his friendship, and utmost assistance and protection,
made them some presents with which they were very much pleased’.?8
While there is no description of the precise goods Oglethorpe gave to
Tomochichi on this particular occasion, the items most often presented
to the Indians by the British were cloth, metal tools, and guns.? Like
the buffalo hide given to Oglethorpe by Tomochichi, these goods were
exchanged to cement publicly the friendship between the British and
the Yamacraws.

The items typically given as gifts between the Indians and the Georgia
settlers reveal a great deal about the relationships between those who
exchanged them. The Indians generally offered tokens of peace, like
white wings, and items of monetary value, like deerskins.?® As for the
British, the items shipped from England to Georgia to be distributed as
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gifts to the Yamacraws and the Creeks included deeply coloured cloth,
guns, and ammunition, which were purchased in large numbers.3! Metal
tools, ornaments, and paint were also common.?? These items were
distributed as gifts to the Indians because they were the most coveted.
Most cloth was either deep red or deep blue, probably in part because of
the native taste for bright colours. Vermillion and indigo, the dyes used
on these cloths, were also given to the Indians, who mixed them with
water or bear fat to make war paint. All of these items, whether practi-
cally useful or not, were greatly prized by the Indians for their symbolic,
friendly meaning in the context of diplomatic interactions. Although
over time intrinsically useful goods like guns, tools, and cloth came to
dominate Anglo-Indian exchanges, the figurative significance of gifts,
whether they were feathers or cloth, never lost its importance.®?

The centrality of such goods to the Georgia and Yamacraws relation-
ship was evident in the first recorded treaty council among the British,
the Yamacraws, and the Creeks in May of 1733.3* James Oglethorpe and
Tomochichi had organised the council as a forum in which the delegates
could discuss the territorial boundaries of the newly established Georgia
settlement. The Creeks confirmed the cession of a portion of coastal
land that had already been discussed and agreed to by the Yamacraws.
Additionally, according to a transcript of the meeting, the Indians
announced that they reserved the land below the Savannah River for
their use but ‘gave up freely, their Right to all the Land which they did
not use themselves’.3® The language of this additional offer of land was
very imprecise, probably because it was meant to be a gift rather than
a formal agreement to transfer land. Additionally, whereas the British
understood these treaty council agreements to be permanent, the Indians
saw them as temporary arrangements that were binding until conditions
or leadership changed.?” The Indians accompanied this declaration with
a gift of eight bundles of deerskins to Oglethorpe. They explained that
these bundles represented the goodwill of the eight Creek towns present
at the treaty council.

Several days later a formal treaty of peace was signed among the dele-
gates, the terms of which the British cemented by presenting the Indians
with an elaborate gift of European goods. They offered ‘a laced Coat, a
laced Hat and a Shirt...to each of the Indian Chiefs, and to each of the
Warriors a Gun, a Mantle of Duffils [sic], and to all their Attendants
coarse Cloth for cloathing [sic]’.3® They also gave the Indians a substan-
tial supply of bullets, gunpowder, tobacco pipes, and cloth to bring
back to their villages for their people. By giving gifts to each chief and
warrior, the British made the items more than general demonstrations of
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generosity to the Indians. They made them personal gestures of friend-
ship. By accepting the gifts, each Indian demonstrated his acceptance of
the treaty and of the British as allies.

The events of the first official treaty council among the British, the
Creeks, and the Yamacraws highlight a crucial element of their relation-
ship: the connection between gifts and land. For the English, a cession
of territory normally meant an agreement that definitively transferred
authority from one sovereign group to another.?® However, the English
believed that the British Crown and not the Indians had ultimate sover-
eignty over all Creek land. Therefore, as John Juricek has argued, when
land was transferred from the Indians to the British, it could not be
formally sold but was given as a gift to the British Crown. This concep-
tion of land transference fit in well with how the Indians viewed the
land grants. They saw them as gifts, which they gave to the British in
exchange for items like European goods. Typically, during the treaty
conferences, the Indian land cessions preceded European gifts of goods,
and the European goods were not seen as payment for the land. Often
the value of the goods was far less than that of the land given. The
Indians saw these exchanges in the context of the long-term recip-
rocal relationship that they were trying to forge with the British. They
expected that the British would continue to give them valuable goods
in the future. Remarkably, in the late eighteenth century, these land
cessions turned into a means through which the British were able to
wrest land from the Indians. What started as a series of gifts became a
demolition of sovereignty.*°

The relationship between gifts and land is one example of the ways in
which gift giving formed an essential part of the Yamacraws and British
alliance in the Southeast. In 1736, Tomochichi and his wife Senauki
met with the British missionaries Benjamin Ingham, John Wesley, and
Charles Wesley. After Tomochichi proclaimed that he would welcome
the men in his town, Senauki reaffirmed his declaration by giving the
missionaries a number of gifts. She presented them with ‘two large Jars,
one of Honey, and one of Milk, and invited them to come up to their
new Town at Yamacraws, and teach the Children there; and told them,
that the Honey and Milk was a Representation of their Inclinations’.*!
According to Benjamin Ingham, Senauki explained that she gave the
milk, ‘that we [the British] might feed them [the Indians]’ and the honey,
‘that we might be sweet to them’.*? This scene echoes other Yamacraws—
English gift exchanges and demonstrates the ways in which the Indians
offered the English items whose intrinsic characteristics communicated
political messages. In an earlier encounter, Tomochichi had offered a
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buffalo skin to Oglethorpe to ask for warmth and protection. The overall
political meaning of both gestures is clear: they were offering goods that
symbolised the military, economic, and spiritual alliance they hoped to
establish with the British.*

Additionally, Senauki’s words, as well as the nature of the gifts, under-
score the ostensibly submissive role the Indians adopted in their dealings
with the English. Tomochichi’s desire for the British to teach his people
and Senauki’s plea that the colonists ‘be sweet’ to the Indians convey
an image of the Indians as children eager for the nurturing guidance
of their British friends. The British were content to have the Indians
adopt this seemingly submissive role because it enhanced their image
of themselves as the stronger partner in the alliance. The Yamacraws
must have recognised that they were in fact significantly weaker than
the Georgia colonists, who though small in number were members of
an empire with powerful outposts in North America. Additionally, it was
a common tactic in southeastern Indian diplomacy to portray oneself
as weak and submissive when approaching an ally for aid. The Creeks
and the Choctaws addressed the French on numerous occasions by
lamenting that they were poor and asking the French for goods to alle-
viate their suffering. According to historian Gilles Havard in his study of
Franco-Iroquois relations in Canada, the Indian chiefs’ purposes in these
instances were to ‘describe the destitution of their people symbolically
in order to elicit compassion from the French and encourage them to be
generous in trade’.**

Furthermore, it was common practice among the American Indian
peoples of the Southeast, well before the arrival of Europeans, to create
fictive kinship ties with their allies, and they would often figuratively
adopt important chiefs or diplomats of an allied group into their nations
to seal an alliance. Though there is no evidence that the British under-
stood enough about Indian diplomacy to participate fully in this kind of
fictive kinship, they nonetheless tried to adopt a kind of kinship rhet-
oric. They referred to their relationship with the Yamacraws and the
Creeks as that of parents and children or of brothers who shared the
same father, that is, the king of England. The Indians echoed this rhet-
oric in their speeches to the British at numerous conferences. Scholar
Patricia Galloway has deconstructed the role of this kind of kinship
rhetoric in the context of the relationship between the Choctaws and
the French in Louisiana during the same period. Her arguments shed
light on the relationship between the Yamacraws and the English, for
the Choctaws and Yamacraws had close ethnic ties and shared many
diplomatic traditions.*
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Galloway has concluded that when the Choctaws referred to the French
as their ‘fathers’, they were not accepting the Europeans as authority
figures but rather as kind and nurturing older relatives. In matrilineal
societies like those of the Choctaws and the Yamacraws, the maternal
uncle rather than the father was the male authority figure in a child’s
life. Galloway has determined that in the case of the Choctaws, the
father was the indulgent, spoiling parent. It therefore seems very likely
that when the Yamacraws were calling the English king their ‘father’ and
asking the colonists to ‘be sweet to them’ and protect them, they were
not categorically accepting British authority, for only maternal uncles
could command such power. The British may thus have thought they
were being conceded a level of authority over the Yamacraws that the
Yamacraws did not intend.*¢

In return for their allegiance as ‘children’ of the British, the Yamacraws
were looking for economic and political rewards and influence. Up to a
certain point, the British were ready to help, for they were eager to take
advantage of the ties that still existed between the Yamacraws and the
Lower Creek. In an early conference between Oglethorpe and the Lower
Creeks, with Tomochichi present, the Creek orator Oueckachumpa of
the Oconas affirmed his kinship with the Yamacraws. He remarked that
though Tomochichi had been ‘banished’ from the Creeks, ‘he was a good
Man...and it was for his Wisdom and Courage, that the banished Men
chose him King.”*” The Creek chief’s favourable depiction of Tomochichi
suggests that the Yamacraws leader still held influence with some of the
Lower Creek Indians. Though relations between the Yamacraws and the
Creeks remained ambivalent, the Georgia colonists must have hoped
that the Yamacraws could nonetheless provide them with a link to the
Creeks and the lucrative Creek deerskin trade.

Thus, in the mid-1730s, the Yamacraws and the British both sought to
enhance the status of the Yamacraws with regard to the Creek confed-
eracy. In 1735, the Trustees sent a shipment of gifts to be delivered to the
chiefs among the Lower Creeks by Patrick Mackay, the man appointed
agent to the Creek Indians. Mackay wrote of his visit to Coweta, ‘I took
Occasion to tell them then that the King of Britain, and his greatly
beloved men had sent presents afresh to them by Tomochichi as a
further Indication of their Esteem & friendship for them’.*® Though the
British distributed the gifts to promote their own friendship with the
Creeks, Mackay was clearly identifying Tomochichi as the one respon-
sible for the coveted items. The letters exchanged among the Georgia
leaders reveal that Tomochichi was on numerous occasions given gifts
to distribute to the Creek chiefs as well as to the prominent men in



The Impact of Gifts and Trade 157

his village. One letter even contains a detailed list of a series of Creek
headmen to receive gifts that was ‘from Tomochichis [sic] own Mouth’.#°
Evidently the settlers were giving Tomochichi credit for, and influence
over, the distribution of gifts.

Due to the centrality of gift exchanges to Indian diplomacy,
Tomochichi’s role as the man responsible for allocating presents gave
the Yamacraws leader considerable power. Historian Richard White
has determined that among the Choctaw Indians, the centrality of gift
giving reflected the importance the Indian nation placed on the virtue
of reciprocity. In fact, ‘a chief’s practical influence in large measure
depended on what he gave away. They [the chiefs] maintained power
not by hoarding goods but rather by giving them away’.>° Therefore,
by giving Tomochichi a steady supply of goods to distribute, the British
were increasing his ability to demonstrate his generosity, which in turn
would elevate his stature within a confederacy from which he had been
exiled. After all, the Indian chiefs to whom he presented the gifts would,
on some level, be indebted to him. The British seem to have been eager
for their Yamacraws allies to rebuild old ties with the Creeks. Tomochichi
had made his allegiance to Georgia clear from his first meeting with
Oglethorpe, and since the British were responsible for providing him
with the goods to acquire the authority he sought, Tomochichi was in
their debt. Having such a strong ally in a position of some influence
among the Creeks would be of great benefit to the British.

Though beholden to the British leaders for his increased influence
among the Creeks, Tomochichi clearly had his own agenda as well.
Patrick Mackay complained in 1735 to the Georgia bailiff Thomas
Causton of Tomochichi’s distribution of the English presents, claiming
that the Yamacraws leader was giving the gifts to his own friends, ‘and
not the Leading men, for which reason I forbid him to Invite any
[Indians] without my knowledge....I hope you'l [sic] Cause take Care
that none of these presents be Lavished away by Tomochichi’.5! It seems
unlikely that Tomochichi, whose close relationship with the British was
due largely to his considerable diplomatic skills, was ‘lavishing’ away the
gifts. Perhaps he was distributing them to further his own goals, which
did not necessarily coincide with those of the British.5? Perhaps he was
giving the presents to his own supporters among the Creeks, who may
not have been the ‘leading men’ the British were targeting.

The efforts of Tomochichi and Oglethorpe to forge a lasting alliance
between their peoples paid off in the spring of 1734, when Oglethorpe,
Tomochichi, and a delegation of colonists and Indians journeyed to
London.*® The Indians came to England to be presented to the Trustees
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and the king and queen and to confirm the alliance they had made
with the British. Oglethorpe and the colonists, however, clearly had
additional motives for the voyage. According to the Earl of Egmont,
the president of the Trustees, Oglethorpe wanted the Yamacraws to ‘See
the Magnificance [sic] wealth and Strength of England’.>* Oglethorpe
was trying to dazzle the Yamacraws with the grandeur of metropolitan
England, impressing upon the Indians the prominence and wealth of
their British allies. The Indians were also using the voyage to ingra-
tiate themselves with the British. By undertaking the long and some-
what risky journey across the Atlantic, the elderly Tomochichi and his
group were demonstrating their commitment to their friendship with
the British.

In the first meeting between Tomochichi and the Trustees in July
of 1734, both sides expressed their commitment to the alliance they
had established. Tomochichi proclaimed that he had come to London
‘for the Good of his Posterity ... [and] hopes, When he is gone they [his
people] and the English in his Country may live together in Peace’.>
He declared that his coming to England was a display both of the trust
he had in the friendship of James Oglethorpe and of his wish to extend
that bond to the leaders of the British government in London. The presi-
dent of the Trustees, the Earl of Egmont, then responded, ‘The Trustees
will endeavor to cement a strict Alliance and Friendship with You, Your
Children shall be Ours, and Ours shall be Yours, And We are all under
one God'.>® During his stay in London, Tomochichi met with various
important leaders, including, as described earlier, the king and queen, as
well as the archbishop of Canterbury. In each meeting, the participants
demonstrated their devotion to a strong Yamacraws and British alliance
by using the same kinship rhetoric.%’

The Indians’ visit to England was more than a gesture of goodwill,
however. It gave both the British and the Indians the opportunity to
further the political and economic interests of their communities. First
and foremost, the very presence of the Yamacraws in England proved to
the Trustees and the Crown the successful inroads the Georgia settlers
were making among the Indians. Furthermore, the colonists were prob-
ably hoping that their ‘New World’ guests would intrigue the English
public. According to an English eyewitness, the Indians were dressed in
a vivid combination of English and American Indian attire. They wore
red, blue, and yellow vests and painted their faces in red and black, ‘so
thick that at a little distance they looked like masks’.>® Tomochichi’s wife
wore an English dress without a corset, but by far the most noteworthy
was her son, who ‘was very well dressed in the English fashion, from top
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to toe, with waistcoat of silver tissue, silk stockings, etc.’.>? By providing
both a spectacle and proof of the colony’s auspicious recruitment of
Indian allies, Oglethorpe must certainly have been hoping to stimulate
further political and economic support in London for his colony.®°

The Indians, particularly Tomochichi, also had a concrete economic
agenda for their visit to London. In August 1734, at the end of the
Indians’ stay in England, the Trustees convened a meeting to address
some of the Indians’ most pressing concerns, which centred on trade.
According to the Earl of Egmont, the delegates spent the meeting
trying to settle ‘the weights, measures, goodness, Species and prices of
commodities to be traffick’d [sic] in, wherein we found them reason-
able and Sagacious’.®! The Indians were particularly concerned about
trade exchange rates. Tomochichi stated ‘that they [the traders] are
used to give 12 Ounces to the pound, but at other times but 8'.° The
rates at which the British traders sold their goods fluctuated, resulting
in unfair prices for the Indians. The Indians lamented that ‘in England
they Saw nothing was done without money, but with them, if they had
but two mouthfulls [sic], they gave one away’.®® They were complaining
that while the British people were, at their core, inspired by profit, the
Indians were motivated by reciprocity and obligation. Unfortunately for
the Yamacraws, the Trustees declared that they were unable to settle
on a set list of prices ‘for what we Shall Send passes thro many hands,
before the goods are made, each of whom must be gainers’.* In essence,
the Trustees claimed that they did not have sufficient control over the
movement of goods in the trade and were thus unable to guarantee
exchange rates.

However, Tomochichi was successful in getting the Trustees to agree to
his requests that they regulate the behaviour of their traders. Tomochichi
and his delegation were greatly concerned with limiting the number of
traders allowed to barter with their people. They ‘desired there might be
but one English dealer to every town, and he to be licensed [sic], that
they might know who to complain of, and be Sure of redress if ill used,
for multitude of Traders only bred confusion and misunderstanding’.®®
The Trustees had already expressed their desire to limit the number of
British traders in the Indian towns, and thus they were amenable to
Tomochichi’s request.®® The Trustees then discovered that one unscru-
pulous trader had been charging the Indians 160 pounds of leather for
a quantity of blankets he was buying in Charleston for only 80 pounds.
As it turned out, the Indian measure of a pound was in fact a pound
and a half in English measurements, which meant that the Indians were
actually paying 240 pounds for the blankets. The Trustees acknowledged
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the discrepancy and asked two British traders who had accompanied
the Indians from North America to lower their prices significantly. The
traders agreed, and though it is not clear how exactly these demands
would be implemented, the Indians had at least been heard by, and
obtained some relief from, the committee with the power to enact
changes in the trade.

Although Tomochichi’s trip to London and the trade negotiations in
which he participated reflected the considerable authority the Indian
leader had accumulated, the visit also foreshadowed tensions, particu-
larly over land, which would plague Georgia-Indian relations throughout
the rest of the eighteenth century. When Tomochichi met the king
and queen, he presented them with a present of white eagle feathers,
proclaiming, ‘I am come for the good of the whole Nation called the
Creeks, to renew the Peace which was long ago had with the English’.%’
With this statement, Tomochichi was saying that he was the representa-
tive of the entire Creek nation. However, as everyone present was well
aware, whatever agreements he made with the English on behalf of the
Creeks were not valid until they were ratified by the Creek people.

Nonetheless, the British do not appear to have questioned his
authority, presumably because they knew it was in their best interest to
negotiate with an Indian ally whose loyalty they enjoyed. The British
had already demonstrated their eagerness to empower Tomochichi with
considerable authority. They had given him gifts to distribute among
the Indians and had invited him to come to London as their primary
Indian ally. Coming from a centralised monarchical government, the
British were at a significant disadvantage when dealing with the Creeks.
Though the Creeks appeared to be a united confederacy, authority was
centred in the village. According to the American chronicler William
Bartram, who visited the Indian nations of the Southeast in the 1790s,
‘Every town & village is considered as an independent nation or tribe,
having their Mico, or King’.®® The village was the primary political,
social, and military entity for both the Upper and Lower Creek people.5’
The British had therefore learned that to gain allies and make agree-
ments with the Creeks, they had to send emissaries to each individual
town and cultivate relationships with each Creek leader. They were thus
trying to promote Tomochichi, a leader already in their debt, in the
hope that he might influence the other Creek leaders on their behalf.
They likely thought that once Tomochichi had made an agreement with
the British, the Creeks would be inclined to ratify it.

Therefore, since the British were eager to negotiate with Tomochichi,
when the Yamacraws leader made agreements with the British, they had
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lasting consequences for both the Yamacraws and the Creeks. During his
London visit, in a private, unrecorded meeting with Oglethorpe, King
George II, and the secretary of state the Duke of Newcastle, Tomochichi
appears to have agreed to cede a significant portion of land to the
British. The Lower Creeks and the Yamacraws had already agreed to cede
territory to Georgia in an earlier treaty with the colony. This London
arrangement went far beyond that original agreement. According to
Oglethorpe, this territory included ‘all the Lands held by their Nation,
from this Island to the Spanish Frontiers. There are three beautiful
Islands upon the Sea Coast’.”? Oglethorpe knew that any land grants
beyond what had already been ratified would have to be confirmed by
the Creeks.”! However, Oglethorpe was clearly eager to acquire the land,
and he thus did not question Tomochichi’s power to give the British
the territory. He wrote to his superiors in London of the verbal agree-
ment that he had made with Tomochichi, presumably to reinforce the
authority of the arrangement.”?

However, the private meeting proved to have consequences that were
far more profound than a questionable conferral of title to a piece of
land. According to scholar John Juricek, Tomochichi appears to have
made some kind of statement or gesture that his British hosts interpreted
as a recognition not only of British ownership, but also of British sover-
eignty over all of the Creeks’ land. In other words, the British appear to
have believed, or at least allowed themselves to believe, that Tomochichi
had not just made them owners of Creek land but that he had effectively
transferred political control of all of the Creeks’ lands to the British.

The details of exactly what Tomochichi said or how it was interpreted
remain unclear. However, it seems very unlikely that Tomochichi inten-
tionally relinquished Creek sovereignty over Creek land or that he
was even aware of how the British had chosen to interpret his actions.
Furthermore, the gesture would have been meaningless unless confirmed
by the Creeks, which was exceedingly unlikely. Though Oglethorpe must
have been eager to persuade the Yamacraws and the Creeks to accept
British sovereignty over their lands, he kept this part of the meeting
secret for years. He must have known that his conclusions were dubious
and would receive no endorsement from the Creeks.”3

This situation illustrates the clashing Indian and British understand-
ings of politically charged gifts, land ownership, and reciprocity. If
Tomochichi had in fact made some kind of gesture indicating that he
accepted British sovereignty over Indian land while in England, the
Indian leader likely intended it to be a gift of rights to use the lands,
a gesture of goodwill that would cement the trade agreements he had
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made with the Trustees. In subsequent treaties signed between the
British and the Creeks, the Indians repeatedly pledged to give the British
use of lands that they were not currently using. These lands were often
Creek hunting grounds devoid of permanent Creek settlements. The
language of the treaties suggests that these gifts of land were often given
as demonstrations of trust intended to oblige the British to reciprocate
with concessions like favourable trade terms. They did not indicate
Creek acceptance of British dominion over Creek lands.

By the end of the trip to London by Tomochichi and Oglethorpe
in 1734, the Georgia and Yamacraws relationship had developed into
a critical alliance that influenced the political, social, and territorial
landscape of the Southeast. Oglethorpe and his Georgia settlers gave
Tomochichi and the Yamacraws a bond with the British Empire, a tie
that took the Indian leader to London and anointed him as a central
political figure among the Indians of southeastern North America. The
Indians, in turn, offered the British something equally valuable, a Native
ally who recognised and legitimised their colony in a region inhabited
by powerful indigenous groups wary of and often hostile to European
settlement. The Yamacraws also provided their British friends with a
link to the powerful Creek people, which brought physical security and
access to a lucrative trade network.

Just as the rise of the Yamacraw’s influence in the Southeast was quick,
their decline was equally swift. Over the course of the next decade, the
Yamacraws faded from view. In 1739, Tomochichi died, and no other
Yamacraws emerged to take his mantle in the Georgia and Yamacraw
alliance. The Yamacraws subsequently ceased to be mentioned regularly
in the colonial record; most likely, they simply retreated from view or
were folded into the Creek confederacy.

Although the Yamacraws lost much of their prominence, their influ-
ence could still be felt in the powerful Georgia and Creek alliance that
came to dominate politics in the Southeast in the latter part of the
eighteenth century. The Yamacraws, of course, had been instrumental
in strengthening the Georgia and Creek alliance during its early years.
That relationship, like the Georgia-Yamacraw alliance, was remarkable
in its ability to remain peaceful in a turbulent region. This stability was
largely the result of careful manoeuvering on the part of the Indian and
British leadership, who remained committed to friendly relations for
a variety of reasons, including the desire to avoid another costly and
bloody conflict like the Yamasee War. Large-scale wars did break out
between England and Spain in the 1730s, between England and France
in the 1750s, and between the Cherokee Indians and South Carolina in
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the late 1750s. However, despite a series of trade disputes, conflicts over
land sovereignty, and small-scale outbreaks of violence, the Georgia alli-
ance first with the Yamacraws and then with the Creeks remained intact.
The relative stability of these alliances helps explain how Georgia’s rela-
tionships with the other Indian groups in the region, including the
Choctaws, the Chickasaws, and the Cherokees, also remained reasonably
peaceful throughout the mid-eighteenth century. The one exception
was the war between South Carolina and the Cherokees, which briefly
spread into Georgia. However, Georgia was able to use its relationship
with the Creeks as a kind of buffer and prevent the war from engulfing
the colony. Thus, at least in part, Georgia’s relatively successful relation-
ship with the Yamacraws and the Creeks arguably helped the English
navigate the volatile terrain of relations with the rest of the Indians of
the Southeast.”

The influential relationships among Georgia, the Yamacraws, and the
Creeks were alliances forged and sustained by the exchange of politically
and economically charged gifts. These gifts were exchanged as symbolic,
political gestures of alliance and as concrete, practical items of intrinsic
value. The goods were strategic tools that bound both sides in a complex
web of alliances and reciprocal obligations that had its roots in the polit-
ical landscape of precontact indigenous North America. Although the
Georgians belonged to a powerful empire, the world of the Southeast
that they encountered was, and for some time remained, profoundly
Indian. The British were compelled to observe rituals, including the
exchange of gifts accompanied by lengthy and deliberative speeches,
before entering into agreements with the Indians. In this early period,
the Indians did not generally speak English, forcing the British to learn
Indian languages and supply interpreters for the treaty conferences.
Finally, the British were forced to follow the language of Indian rhetoric,
and British leaders often spoke in Kinship metaphors and the highly
symbolic language typical of Indian orations.

Gift giving in the context of Yamacraws, Creeks, and British relations
also helps illuminate one central issue that came to dominate European
and Indian relations throughout the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries: land.”> When Tomochichi, according to Oglethorpe’s account,
offered Creek land and Creek sovereignty to the British while in London,
he ignited a struggle that came to dominate Georgia and Creek relations.
Over the next three decades, the British waged a slow but steady campaign
to secure not only a significant land base for their colony, but also British
sovereignty over all Creek lands. Oglethorpe even resorted to trickery, fabri-
cating a document that held that the Lower Creeks had agreed to relinquish
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sovereignty over their lands to the British Crown. Luckily for the Creeks, at
the time the English did not have the power to enforce this document, and
the struggle over land and land sovereignty remained locked in a relative
stalemate throughout most of the eighteenth century.”®

The Creeks never intended for their treaties with the British to sanc-
tion English encroachment onto vast quantities of their land. They were
well aware that the British wanted land. Consequently, from their first
treaty with the Georgians in 1733, the Creeks repeatedly affirmed their
land rights in the region and were careful to keep the portions of land
they ceded small and limited to coastal areas.

Unfortunately for the Creeks, their position became much more
precarious following the French and Indian War, for the expulsion of the
French removed a critical check on the political and territorial expan-
sion of the English. In the 1760s and 1770s, the Creeks were forced to
negotiate several significant cessions of land, the most notable of which
occurred in 1773 when the British demanded land in exchange for debts
that numerous Creeks had accrued with British traders.”” However,
these transfers included just a fraction of the vast landholdings of the
Creek people at the time. It was only after the American Revolution
that Creek sovereignty began to decline significantly. Thus, in the early
1770s, the Creeks were still very much an economically, politically, and
territorially powerful nation whose authority and demands the British
were compelled to respect. In the end, it took an event as violent and
transformative as the American Revolution to remove the British from
North America and dissolve the Anglo-Creek alliance through which the
Creeks had amassed so much power.

Gift giving in the context of Yamacraws, Creeks, and British rela-
tions in eighteenth-century southeastern North America was ultimately
a display of power. Overall, both sides derived a measure of mutual
authority from their alliance, one that sustained their settlements in an
unstable and often violent region. Throughout most of the sixteenth,
seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, much of the political, economic,
and territorial power in the region rested with the Indians. As a result,
they dictated many of the terms of their interactions with the British,
including the regular exchange of gifts, which took the form of symbolic
white feathers, cloth, metal tools, and land. In fact, one could argue that
from the Creek perspective, providing the English with land for settle-
ment put the colonists firmly in their debt from the moment the British
arrived in the Southeast.

Land became an increasingly critical issue in the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, as the British and then the Anglo-Americans came
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to dominate the region and acquire significant tracts of Indian territory.
While English conceptions of land rights are well known, the Indian
understandings of land ownership and land sovereignty are much more
ambiguous, as the vague wording of the Anglo-Creek land agreements
of the early 1730s illustrates. These gifts of land, given when the Creeks
were still very much in a position of power, contributed to the weak-
ening of Creek sovereignty that later occurred. However, what is not
clear is the role that differing Creek and British notions of land owner-
ship played in that erosion.

In the end, the eventual dominance of the English depended more
on historical developments than on the significance of the gifts of land.
As the British grew in numbers and the colonial wars pushed out rival
European colonies, the balance of power in the Southeast gradually
shifted in favour of the English. Over time, the Indians began to lose
their sovereignty in the wake of British and American encroachment.
The gift relationship that demanded reciprocity gave way to a colonial
relationship that insisted on subjugation.
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negotiating about. Creek chiefs thought their differences with the English
were over land ownership. The British thought the overriding issue was
territorial sovereignty. The Indians, it seems, were unaware of the distinc-
tion. The British did not enlighten them because ambiguity served their
purposes. In the end, the British were duplicitous toward the Indians about
sovereignty, not land ownership. Juricek, Colonial Georgia and the Creeks,
60-3, 133-8.

This is not to downplay the violence that dominated European and Indian
relations in the Southeast throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries. For a more in-depth discussion, see Matthew Jennings, New Worlds of
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75.

76.

77.

Violence: Cultures and Conquests in the Early American Southeast (Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 2011).

See Juricek, Colonial Georgia and the Creeks, for a further discussion of Anglo-
Creek understandings of and clashes over land. He argues that much of the
scholarly confusion over the exact details of the land agreements made
between Oglethorpe and the Creeks stems from the fact that most of them
during this early period were oral agreements, so there is no official written
record. The exceptions are the 1733 and 1736 treaties. See particularly 42-6.
Another critical struggle for land centred around a gift of land given by the
Creeks to their kinswoman, the half Creek, half British trader and inter-
preter Mary Musgrove. Musgrove wanted the land grant to be recognised
by the British so she could sell parts of it. Acknowledging her right to the
land as a British subject would have violated English law, and the Georgia
officials refused. This refusal infuriated the Creeks, who saw it as an affront
to their authority to bestow land on their kinswoman. Over the course of
the 1740s and 1750s, the land grant erupted into a bitter struggle over sover-
eignty between the British and the Creeks. It was eventually quelled with
compromise in 1757. For more in-depth discussions, see Michele Gillespie,
‘The Sexual Politics of Race and Gender: Mary Musgrove and the Georgia
Trustees’, in Catherine Clinton and Michele Gillespie (eds), The Devil’s Lane:
Sex and Race in the Early South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997);
Michael D. Green, ‘Mary Musgrove: Creating a New World’, in Theda Perdue
(ed.), Sifters: Native American Women'’s Lives (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001) and Juricek, Colonial Georgia and the Creeks.

Braund, Deerskins & Duffels, 136-7, 147-53.
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Retrenchment, Reform and

the Practice of Military-Fiscalism
in the Early Fast India

Company State

James Lees

In 1765 the British East India Company was granted the diwani, or right
to collect revenue, in the provinces of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa by the
Mughal emperor Shah Alam II. This grant, which was made in return
for the Company’s military support and an annual tribute of some
two million rupees,! marked the beginning of a process which, within
50 years, would transform the Company from a commercial body into
the Indian subcontinent’s dominant territorial power.

At this time Bengal and its adjacent provinces were home to an esti-
mated population of between 20 and 30 million people,? and its public
revenue was calculated at approximately one-quarter of that of the entire
British Isles.® The newfound wealth gained from the taxation of Bengal’s
largely agrarian population would be used to fund existing commercial
ventures and also to subsidise the weaker economies of the Company’s
other territorial possessions in Bombay and Madras. However, in order
to exploit fully this potentially lucrative source of income, the Company
needed to be able to impose its governmental authority on these newly
acquired subjects. The political economy of the early Company state
was to be based on the creation of an environment of civil stability —
through the application of the government’s armed forces — which
would be conducive to economic growth.

The realisation of this aim was not to be a simple task. Jon Wilson has
shown that the Company failed to recognise how Indian rural society
operated in the eighteenth century and attempted instead to govern by
its own rigidly defined notions of the landlord-tenant relationship. In
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precolonial Bengal it was fairly common for raiyats (peasant cultivators)
to negotiate tenancy terms with their landlord, or zamindar, through the
withholding of rent.* However, the early Company administrators inter-
preted such attempts at negotiation as resistance to their governmental
authority and refused to be drawn into a dialogue with the cultivators.
This incomprehension helped fuel the civil unrest which was endemic
to rural life in India during the final quarter of the eighteenth century.

The character of north Indian society in this period was strongly
informed by the proliferation of weapons and martial skills throughout
the rural population. Dirk Kolff has demonstrated that there existed in
Hindustan a considerable military labour market made up of agricul-
turalists who used naukari (military service) as a supplementary source
of income.’ Particularly during the opening decades of Company rule,
zamindars regularly engaged large bands of armed retainers, and there
was considerable employment to be found with merchants and other
travellers as caravan guards, as constables under the local faujdar (the
district chief of police under the Mughal system), or even, in many
cases, as dakaits (bandits). Although much of this mercenary employ-
ment came in the form of short-term contracts (the bulk of the culti-
vator’s time being consumed with agrarian concerns), in north India
most ‘soldiers’ had an agrarian income, and most peasants had some
familiarity with arms, even if they did not earn a full-time living from
that skill.® Therefore, there existed throughout north Indian society the
will and the capacity, at a local level, to oppose the authority of the
Company’s government, and thereby to threaten the territorial revenue
stream which sustained it.

The political economy of the Company state may be defined by the
term ‘military-fiscalist’, a form of government which was not new to the
subcontinent, having previously been practiced by various indigenous
polities, and, in parallel with the Company, by the Mysorean state under
Hyder Ali and his son Tipu. Contemporary Anglo-Indian assumptions
regarding the military-fiscal cycle — the conquering of territory in order
to extract revenue from the population, which in turn is required to
defray military costs — have been most fully examined by D. M. Peers.
Focusing on the 1820s, Peers argues that the enormous expense of main-
taining an army to enforce the Company’s political hegemony was one
of the main driving forces behind British territorial expansion in India.’
Military conquest was the main means of increasing the Company’s
control over revenue-bearing territory, and the civil stability provided
by the presence of the army helped to ensure a reasonably consistent
flow of revenue into the government’s treasury. However, the army itself
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was a considerable financial burden: while it enabled the state to collect
revenue, it simultaneously consumed the lion's share of these funds. In
broad terms, the Company’s profit consisted of whatever portion of the
collections survived the ravages of its own military expenditure.

Likewise, from the 1760s onward, the government at Fort William
realised that, in the militant environment of rural Bengal, the degree of
social stability necessary to guarantee the steady accumulation of terri-
torial revenue could only be achieved through the use of armed force,
a method with serious financial implications arising from the cost of
training, supplying, and paying the troops needed to police its terri-
tories. Although these provincial duties were undertaken, on occasion,
by the regular army’s sepoys (indigenously recruited infantrymen), in
an attempt to reduce its crippling operational overheads the Company
frequently sought to replace them on this service with small bodies of
relatively cheap, but poorly trained, Indian paramilitaries, often referred
to as ‘revenue troops’ on account of their role in securing the collections.
Several varieties of paramilitary were employed in this way, ranging from
armed peons and barqandazes (mercenaries who were largely untrained
and often without firearms) to militia companies composed of invalided
sepoys, and units of locally raised sibandi revenue police. The common
characteristic shared by all these district forces was that, in addition
to being few in number, they were, in comparison with the regular
native infantry battalions, ill disciplined and equipped, and lacking an
adequate executive infrastructure.® Qualitatively inferior, cheaply main-
tained troops were deemed by Calcutta to be sufficient for what was
considered a ‘subordinate service’.” From the grant of the diwani in 1765
to the gradual assertion of the Company’s subcontinental dominance
during the 1810s, an examination of the colonial government’s efforts
to glean a greater margin of profit from the military-fiscal cycle through
experimentation with various incarnations of revenue paramilitary
reveals much about the dynamics of Anglo-Indian political economy.
This chapter seeks to draw out some of the implications of that retrench-
ment for the long-term development of the Company state.

After 1765, Bengal’s police nominally remained the responsibility
of the Mughal Nizamat (the governmental body charged with imple-
menting criminal justice), and the precolonial Mughal police framework
remained in place.!® Under this system, the police faujdars, maintaining
contingents of between 500 and 1,500 men!! depending on the extent
of their jurisdictions, were intended to operate in conjunction with
local zamindars to keep the peace.!? At the village level, a network of
hereditary watchmen, or dusadhs, and the semi-military paiks, paid for
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by land grants or a share of local produce, continued to operate.'® The
maintenance of the government’s authority at a district level should,
then, have been under the charge of these faujdari-zamindari forces,
but the ineffectiveness of the province’s police network,!* at least until
Cornwallis’s reforms of the 1790s!> began to take effect, meant that in
practice the Company had to take direct responsibility for suppressing
any eruptions of disorder within its territories. Necessary though it
undoubtedly was, objections to service of this nature were severe. The
use of the army as a district police force was profoundly unpopular
in government circles, as is reflected in the governor-general Sir John
Shore’s minute of June 1795:

The employment of regular troops in... Provincial Duties is pregnant
with Evils of a most serious nature.... The native troops acquire from
it unmilitary habits and sentiments...even the health of the native
troops is injured by it.... Whilst the practice continues the Company
have not a regular army.'®

Such service exposed the men employed in it to the endless pursuit of
groups responsible for low-level resistance, in an unhealthy climate and
often through rugged terrain on the fringes of the Company’s territory.!”
The operational environment of these provincial duties necessitated
the practice, much disliked by the authorities in Calcutta, of dispersing
troops in small detachments at far-flung outposts. This piecemeal distri-
bution removed the troops from the controlling influence of the higher
command structure and was found to be extremely detrimental to the
maintenance of discipline, breeding, in the words of the governor-gen-
eral Warren Hastings, ‘a Universal Spirit of Rapine and Licentiousness’!8
among the isolated groups of sepoys and, not infrequently, their officers
too, who were likewise cut off from the supervision of their superiors.
Understandably, the Company’s military high command viewed
revenue service as hard and thankless work. Disciplined regular regi-
ments, it was argued, whose training and maintenance represented a
significant investment of time and money, would be depleted, either
by violence or disease, in warding off the gnat bites of low-level resist-
ance, rather than carrying out their intended function of enabling
warfare against other Indian powers. The favoured alternative was, as
has been indicated, to restrict the use of the army in this policing role
as far as possible and, instead, to provide each district collector with a
small number of cheaper irregular troops to act as an immediate armed
force, the presence of which would ‘obviate the ostensible and apparent
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necessity for the frequent employment of Military Detachments on
provincial service’.!” These paramilitaries would, in theory, enable the
collector to impose the Company’s governmental authority locally and
to safeguard the production and collection of territorial revenue within
the district, while at the same time protecting the regular regiments
from exposure to these attritional duties.

The paramilitaries which routinely operated in lieu of the army acted
‘as Guards for Cutcherries, Treasuries and Factories’, and as escorts for
‘Goods and Treasure’,?° but perhaps their most important role was
‘enforcing the respect due to the authority of Government’ and, more
specifically, ‘apprehending such as violate the Peace of the Country,
or oppose the authority of Government’.?! They were expected to be
‘conducive to the Establishment of good order and Police throughout
the country’,?2 but during the period up to the 1810s, the corps was
often very thinly spread, sometimes fewer than two companies being
allotted even to major districts; less fortunate collectors might have to
make do with only a handful of locally raised armed peons, the expendi-
ture on which was closely monitored by Calcutta.?

This underresourcing of the district administrations, in terms of the
quantity and quality of the armed forces detailed to support local govern-
ment, would ultimately prove self-defeating, since it undermined the
two mutually supporting pillars of the Company’s military-fiscal state,
those of military prestige and the collection of territorial revenue.

The forces which Calcutta allocated as an expedient to spare the army
and to bolster Bengal’s ailing police structure were reconfigured several
times between 1766 and 1810, and the management of these revenue
troops was marked by a shifting compromise between minimum possible
expense and minimum acceptable efficiency. Initially, revenue service
was performed by bodies of armed peons. The evident inadequacy of
these motley bands led to the creation in 1766 of a corps of regular-
style infantry units, dedicated solely to the revenue service. These were
the pargana battalions, established by Lord Clive, the first governor of
Bengal under the diwani. Taking their name from the basic unit of terri-
torial revenue administration, a corps of 11 battalions was formed, with
the standard Bengal native infantry complement of European officers,
NCOs, and sepoys, and comprising approximately 9,000 men.?* It
was at this juncture that the corrosive effect on discipline of provin-
cial duties began to be fully realised. Finding themselves independent
of any large military formation, the detachments of pargana battalion
sepoys deployed across the districts took to racketeering and extortion
on their own account. Nor was such behaviour confined to the private
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soldiers; their European officers were also corrupted by the ‘opportuni-
ties of their remote situation and the temptation of unresisted power’.2®
They frequently ignored the local magistrates, chiefs and district super-
visors, to whom they were theoretically subordinate, and often became
moneylenders in their own right, torturing zamindars who defaulted in
the repayment of personal loans. The example of this widespread abuse
of power on the part of the pargana battalions’ officers led to Calcutta’s
strict instructions to their successors on revenue service that they were
not permitted to ‘punish or confine’ individuals arbitrarily, to ‘lend
or borrow money...or to have any Dealing of any kind whatever with
any Dewan, Zamindar, Farmer, Ryot or other Dependent officer of the
Revenue’.2

Considerable sums of money could be accumulated in this way, and
consequently, in spite of the unmilitary nature of the service, postings
to these lucrative battalions became a source of jealousy and intense
competition amongst officers throughout the army as, in the words
of Warren Hastings, ‘the Tribute which Vassalage is ever willing to
pay to Despotism grew into Right of Perquisite’.?” In 1783 a minute
from the governor-general detailing the history of the revenue service
observed that

the Contagion spread...for the same officers belonged to each
Establishment, somereturning with disgust from a field of Emoluments
to the moderate pay and scanty Perquisites of the Army, and others
envious and eager to succeed them.?®

This illustrates a central problem with the way in which the Company
chose to manage its revenue troops. Revenue service was seen as an
undesirable duty and one which damaged the discipline of the officers
and men engaged in it. Yet, feeling unable to tackle the ‘contagion’ at
its source by attempting to exert greater control over the activities of its
soldiers through better training and allowances, the Company’s plan
was merely to place its revenue troops in a state of quarantine and hope
for the best. In 1773, the pargana battalions were disbanded, and, after a
brief period in which the regular army assisted in provincial duties,? a
corps of militia, composed principally of invalided European officers and
sepoys, was raised in their place. No soldier, commissioned or otherwise,
who had served in the militia would ever be permitted to serve again
in the regular army, and thus any indiscipline was confined entirely to
those units. It is also noteworthy that the basic militia unit attached to
a district was company sized and commanded by a subaltern. The new
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system was therefore much more economical than its predecessor, not
requiring highly paid senior officers to command it or a battalion staff
to see to its administration. Furthermore, the militia, as a corps, was
nearly a third smaller than the pargana battalions which it replaced.*
Unfortunately, a significant saving and isolation from the regular army
were not enough to satisfy Calcutta. By 1783, further economies were
being called for, and the formation of a cheaper sibandi corps, which
eventually operated in lieu of the militia in Bengal during 1784-1785,
was demanded.?!

One of the many objections raised to the continuance of the militia as
a district police force was that its sepoys were too highly paid and also
received batta (an additional sum, originally intended as compensation
for foreign service): it was argued that ‘the emoluments of the Corps
now under consideration [the sibandi units] ought to be levelled to the
standard of the subordinate service to which they are devoted’.?? Rather
than maintaining well-trained and equipped revenue battalions and
keeping them as a distinct body from the army, the Company persisted
in the view that, as revenue duties were subordinate and degenerate,
economy was a more valuable quality than efficiency with regard to the
revenue troops.

Finding the sibandi corps raised under the 1783 initiative to be wholly
inadequate for the role,3® in 1785 Hastings was forced to disband them,
pursuing the unpopular measure of deploying four regular Bengal
native infantry regiments, stationed at Rangpur, Bhagalpur, Dhaka
and Midnapur, ‘to secure the Collection of the Revenues and maintain
the Peace of the Country’.?* For the sake of their internal discipline,
these regiments were to be kept constantly on the march and never,
on any pretext, divided into anything smaller than a European officer’s
command.? The small number of regular troops assigned to this task
across the province (approximately 2,800) was to be offset by their oper-
ating in conjunction with bodies of armed peons and barqandazes based
at each district headquarters.3°

In 1795, the forces available to the district collector were reconfigured
once more, when pressure to release regular troops from these police
duties led to the reintroduction of a sibandi corps to replace the Bengal
infantry regiments which had been circulating in the districts for several
years. Like the pargana battalions and the militia, the sibandi units were
supposed to be armed and equipped in the regular manner,” but this
aside they were very much inferior. One key problem, cited by their
many detractors, was that as they were a curious civil-military hybrid,
the sibandi sepoys were not subject to martial law.>® Also, whereas the
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number of officers on active service with a regular native infantry
battalion would comfortably be in double figures, the commander of
a sibandi battalion, usually a captain or lieutenant seconded from the
regular army, was the sole commissioned officer in charge of a roughly
equivalent number of sepoys, who were trained only ‘to a certain Degree
of discipline’.®

The reasoning behind the establishment of such a substandard force
may once more be traced back to a determination on the part of the
Company to spend less money on what was perceived to be an infe-
rior service. The sibandi were to be paid ‘without...any extra allowance
whatever’.*? Also, by only allowing one officer per battalion, and that a
junior one, the Company saved a considerable sum in executive pay and
allowances. This thriftiness inevitably attracted the sort of recruits who
might be expected to join a poorly paid and degraded service, and then
allowed their commander insufficient means to create and maintain
discipline, either in terms of regulations or reliable subordinates with
which to impose them. If well-disciplined regular troops were barely
able to operate on revenue duty unscathed, then it seems obvious that
these quasi-military replacements would fare rather worse. In the period
following 1795 there were repeated complaints about the ‘defective’*!
nature of these sibandi units, followed by their inevitable disbandment
for misconduct.*? They were raised specially for revenue duties, but they
were not ‘specialists’ in any meaningful sense.

Finally, in 1803 the governor-general Richard Wellesley, exasperated
by the ‘inefficient state’*? of the sibandi corps, whom he considered to
be ‘altogether unfit for service’,** decided to replace them with a system
of ‘provincial battalions’. Seven of these battalions were to be raised,
based in Benares, Burdwan, Chittagong, Dhaka, Murshidabad, Patna,
and Purnea, replacing the existing sibandi corps as they became opera-
tional. By March 1804, the Benares and Patna battalions were nearly
ready to enter service, while there had been considerable progress in
recruiting for the Burdwan unit,*> and the East India Register and Directory
for 1810 shows that the last of the battalions entered service at Dhaka
in that year.*® Each battalion was commanded by a regular European
subaltern, who was to be assisted by a further European officer acting
as adjutant ‘when officers can be spared from the regular corps for that
purpose’.#” In the interests of promoting good order, the battalions were
made wholly subject to martial law,*® and the recruits were to be ‘prop-
erly disciplined’#® before joining their units. Also, commanding officers
of the nearest bodies of regular troops were enjoined to inspect their
local provincial battalions at least once every six months and to report
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on their state to the governor-general.® In terms of overall size, the
combined battalions formed a body of approximately 5,000 men, rather
fewer even than the militia had been;%! possibly this is a reflection of
the relative tranquillity of Bengal 20 years on, although the indications
would seem to be that dakaiti (banditry) in this period was as rife as it
had ever been under British rule.52

This plan marked a departure, if not a radical one, from the previous
parsimony which had characterised the government’s attitude toward
the revenue service: at over 31,000 rupees per month, the payroll costs
of the new provincial battalion system were 2,000 rupees more than the
previous sibandi establishment, even if the new corps was rather smaller
than its predecessor.’ It was not without its flaws, however: the enlisted
men of the provincial battalions were denied batta, nor were they enti-
tled to the invalid thannah, the Company’s pension settlement for its
retired native soldiers. Moreover, it was decided that ‘such of the present
Sebundies as are willing and able to serve in the reformed Battalions are
to be received and enrolled in those Corps’.>* Therefore, the old sibandi
sepoys, whose indiscipline had been censured so strongly, would remain
a presence in the new system, perhaps tainting fresh recruits with the
lax attitude bred by their previous service. For this reason, some contem-
poraries saw the provincial battalions as ‘nurseries of vice’, and Peers,
writing on these irregular formations after 1813, has remarked that ‘low
rates of pay, minimal supervision and poor training meant that these
units could not always be depended on’.>® Yet for all this, the corps was
certainly an improvement on its immediate predecessor, and it seemed
to signal the government’s realisation, finally, that its district officials
urgently needed to be supported by a more reliable system of armed
force if they were to perform their duties to Calcutta’s satisfaction.

For the 50 years after 1765, the main principle guiding Calcutta’s
approach to the provision of armed forces for the use of district offi-
cials appears to have been that of reducing overheads. In the later
eighteenth century, Bengal was divided into some thirty districts,5°
yet in 1777 there were only 35 companies of militia for the revenue
service’” based at Buxar and Burdwan (two companies each), Dhaka (six
companies), Dinajpur (one company), Fort William (nine companies),
Murshidabad (eight companies), and Patna (seven companies).>® Again,
in 1785 there were a mere nine sibandi revenue units, nominally based
at Bhogalpur, Burdwan, Calcutta, Dhaka, Dinajpur, Murshidabad, Patna,
Rangpur, and Tippera. Less than half of these units were the equivalent
of a single battalion (Calcutta, Dhaka, Murshidabad, and Patna), while
one, Dinajpur, was only about two-thirds of a battalion’s strength. The
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remaining four units contained under 240 sibandi sepoys, with Rangpur’s
allowance being just 160, and rather fewer for Tippera.>® These troops
were intended to be a source of immediate armed force which a collector
or other civil officer could utilise in suppressing resistance in the area
under his jurisdiction, whether this took the form of unrest among the
raiyats, the misbehaviour of zamindars, or the depredations of various
kinds of bandit. Yet in 1785, when the Bengal army was some 40,000
strong, the body detailed for service in the districts was made up of a
mere 4,228 paramilitary troops, meaning that, at best, the Company’s
military presence in much of its territory, particularly in northern and
eastern Bengal, was marginal, not to say insignificant, with appreciable
consequences for the collection of territorial revenue and its remittance
to Calcutta.

Furthermore, if this corps was overstretched at the provincial level,
then the same applies to the deployment of its troops within individual
districts. From the inception of the Company state, the conditions of
revenue service necessitated the use of a host of small, isolated parties
to counter the myriad threats, both internal and external, to the secu-
rity of their districts, and to guard numerous points of strategic and
commercial value. A report on the disposition of the militia sepoys in
Murshidabad district during 1783 shows that the majority, acting as
‘Field and Cantonment Guards’, were deployed in bodies of between 20
and 50 sepoys among the local commercial factories.®® At the provincial
level, 20 years later, the forces undertaking these duties were still being
divided into small detachments: of the 40 posts listed in the returns
of 1803, 21 were manned by fewer than 100, and 12 by fewer than
50 sepoys.®! Throughout the entire period, but particularly before the
1790s, it was by no means uncommon for single-figure parties of sepoys
to be dispatched to coerce individuals or to guard aurungs (warehouses)
or customs posts, against the repeated instructions of Calcutta to avoid
this dilution of force wherever possible.5?

Retrenchment was certainly the dominant theme in the official corre-
spondence emanating from Calcutta, which railed against the ‘Useless,
Heavy and Unnecessary Expense’s® of maintaining any but the smallest
body of the cheapest troops for revenue service. However, the saving of
a few thousand rupees on military pay and perquisites was not the sole
consideration in restricting the quantity and quality of the armed forces
available to district officials.

Commenting on the state of the militia in 1783, John Stables, a
former Bengal army officer and member of the Supreme Council,
declared with some vehemence that, ‘in my opinion the Corps of
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Militia Sepoys...in their present constitution are highly prejudicial to
the army in general ... ought to be greatly reduced, and [are] dangerous
in case of an invasion to be trusted with English arms’.%* Countering
this, Warren Hastings argued that Stables’s opinion arose ‘from a
mistaken conception of the use and design of the Establishment’.%®
The militia units were intended for policing duties, and the idea that
they would be entrusted with protecting British India against inva-
sion was ‘never once entertained or suggested’.®® Plausible though it
appears at first sight, Hastings’s response may also be interpreted as a
wilful distortion of the issue. Firstly, it presupposes that by ‘dangerous’
Stables meant ‘incompetent’. An equally valid reading of his objec-
tion is that the presence of an under-officered, semi-military body
dispersed throughout the mofussil (rural hinterland) could poten-
tially form a dangerous ‘fifth column’ in the event of an invasion by
a hostile power, disrupting the Company’s fragile system of political
economy and providing an armed core around which discontented
elements in local society could rally. This fear continued to haunt a
much more firmly established British colonial state over a century
later, as evinced by the controversy surrounding the proposed forma-
tion of an Indian army reserve after 1857.57 Secondly, even if we
accept Hastings’s apparent reading of Stables’s objections, the gover-
nor-general rather disingenuously implied that in the event of a mili-
tary emergency, restrictions would be placed on the use of revenue
troops, when in fact all military resources, however substandard,
were likely to be called upon should the situation deteriorate suffi-
ciently. If they were the only troops available for immediate use (and
regular troops were not usually stationed in significant numbers on
the northern and eastern frontiers), then the revenue troops would
surely be mobilised. Thirdly, even if, somehow, it could be guaranteed
that the militia or sibandi would not be used in regular warfare, this
did not remove the potentially damaging consequences arising simply
from their existence: great harm lay in such troops looking like the
Company’s regular soldiers and representing the Company’s govern-
ment in Indian society.

Writing in the early 1820s, but drawing on an experience of service in
India which stretched back some 40 years, the hawkish soldier and admin-
istrator Sir John Malcolm observed that the existence of the Company
state was, and always had been, enabled ‘solely by opinion’,®® that is, by
the opinion of indigenous society that the Company’s government was
capable of overcoming armed resistance to its authority. Indian public
opinion, Malcolm believed, could be influenced in this way only by a
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concerted effort on the part of Company officials to act as a single body,
ensuring that their daily conduct projected a uniform image of their
rule as backed by irresistible military strength applied with justice. This
combination threatened annihilation for individuals who dared to resist
the Company’s authority, while, simultaneously, it sought to remove
any perception of unjust government which might serve as a trigger for
resistance.

The ‘whole fabric’ of the Company’s government, Malcolm main-
tained, rested on the ‘wise and politic exercise of...military power’,*
and accordingly, Britain’s Indian empire had to be considered as ‘always
in a state of danger’.”® Such was the strength of Malcolm’s conviction
that his nation’s positive ‘reputation and character’ enabled the subjuga-
tion of a huge indigenous population that he went so far as to write, ‘We
can contemplate no danger so great as the smallest diminution of the
reputation upon which the British Empire in the East is founded.””! As
one Company officer put it, shortly after the publication of Malcolm'’s
Political History, ‘our strength is in the high opinion the natives entertain
of the European character; weaken that opinion and you undermine the
foundation of our power’.”?

The Company’s servants were, then, acutely convinced of the impor-
tance of ‘reputation’, not least in terms of its impact on the Company’s
capacity to govern, with relatively limited resources, a vast and, at best,
ambivalent population. Much attention was paid to the Indian public’s
perception of the Company’s military establishment. Indeed, there was
a widespread belief, remarked upon by the future Duke of Wellington in
1804, that the Company’s power depended as ‘much upon its reputation
as distinguished from its real force’.”® In this context, Stables’s comment
that the employment of a substandard, quasi-military body was ‘highly
prejudicial to the army in general’ can be interpreted as meaning that it
was prejudicial to the daunting reputation which the Company’s regular
army enjoyed in Indian society.

Arguing against the replacement of the militia sepoys with a cheaper
establishment of sibandis, Hastings sought to emphasise that the militia
was already an inexpensive, irregular force, writing that ‘they are cloathed
with the Military Garb, and armed with firelocks of which they know but
the practice common to the rest of the people, because these Engines of
their occupation are found to command respect’.”* In other words, they
looked like regular sepoys, and this facade was intended to disguise the
fact that they were not selected, drilled, and officered to the high stand-
ards of the Bengal army. Here is a clear example of the Company trading
on the prestige of its regular regiments to augment the reputation of
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cheaper, substandard imitations, and thereby, in saving a few rupees,
devaluing the priceless commodity which sustained its rule.

The ‘Engines’ of the regular army’s occupation, the uniform and
accoutrements, commanded respect because they were identified with
an army which had met with considerable success on the battlefields
of India for several decades. Accordingly, the red-coated sepoy was
believed to be highly professional and personally courageous. To clothe
the invalid sepoys and paramilitaries of the militia in the same uniform
was to allow the civilian population to place the professional and the
irregular on an equal footing. While it might be useful to enhance
the status of such troops by bathing them in the reflected glory of the
regular army, it must be remembered that the deception could cut both
ways, and that the negative qualities of the irregulars could in turn
tarnish the reputation of the Company’s army as a whole. After all, the
militia, and later the sibandi and provincial units, were composed of
troops which, by the nature of their local employment in a policing
role, would receive considerable public exposure. It was they, not the
army, who were routinely tasked with the suppression of resistance
within the districts, and it was on the conduct and appearance of this
relatively small corps — of whom Warren Hastings had said ‘they are
not regular, they are not disciplined, they are not soldiers’”> - that
many Indians would base their opinion of the Company’s capacity to
enforce its rule.”® As the century drew to a close, more importance was
attached to making a clear distinction between regular and irregular
troops in the eyes of the population at large. In 1786, there was outrage
at the practice adopted by some wealthy Indians of dressing their
retainers in the same uniform as the Company’s sepoys. They became
‘in this dress the terror of the Common People and often Commit
the most Oppressive Acts for which the Company’s sepoys bear the
Odium’.”” The sibandi corps formed under the plan of 1795 were to
wear uniforms ‘different from that of the [regular] sepoys’,”® and while
the provincial battalions formed in 1804 were originally intended to be
clothed in a uniform ‘which is to correspond as nearly as possible with
the uniforms of the regular native corps’,”® it was finally decided that
they would be issued with one identical to that worn by the sibandi
units.?° There was now a much reduced chance of the regular native
army, the prop of the Company’s government, exciting the contempt
of the population through a false comparison with the poorly trained
and ill-led revenue paramilitaries.

The structure of armed force which supported the Company’s
government in Bengal during the 50 years after 1765 was, then, not
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straightforwardly composed of ‘the army’ and a district police force,
extending upward from village paiks and dusadhs to kotwals (town
police officers), the district faujdar and his subordinates, and, later, the
police darogahs (constables). Throughout the second half of the eight-
eenth century, Bengal’s police network was in disarray, and the effects
of Cornwallis’s sweeping police reforms of the 1790s would take years to
be fully felt. Further, as has been seen, there was considerable reluctance
on the part of Calcutta to spread the Bengal army across the province on
policing operations, particularly while major Indian powers continued
to threaten the Company’s heartland. Kolff has argued that the colonial
government could not exert something approaching a monopoly on the
use of arms over its Indian subjects until as late the 1810s, after its major
subcontinental opponents had been defeated.’! It is surely no coinci-
dence that, in tandem with the Company’s rise to political and military
supremacy, the army began to be more widely dispersed in many, rela-
tively small and scattered posts, explained by Peers as the army’s rede-
ployment as a police force to monitor local society. With the removal
of the last great Indian power which could seriously contend with the
Company for subcontinental hegemony, there was no immediate threat
that required the routine concentration of the army in readiness for
mobilisation, so now the secondary function of policing local society
could be attended to.

Until this point in the early nineteenth century, Calcutta’s reluctance
to dilute the strength of the Bengal army in low-level ‘pacification’ oper-
ations meant that district officials had to make do with a secondary
corps, variously composed of militia, sibandi, or provincial battalions,
supported by whatever armed peons and barqandazes could be recruited
without incurring the wrath of Calcutta. It was with this force — under-
manned and, in the main, badly trained, equipped, and officered - that
they were expected to impose the Company’s governmental authority,
guaranteeing the operation of the civil, and later criminal, courts, and,
most importantly, safeguarding the development of the rural economy
and shielding the revenue stream from the disruption brought about by
various kinds of armed resistance.

As the editors of this volume have reminded us in their foreword, it
was characteristic of European imperial political economy in this period
that colonial powers were beginning to attach increasing importance
to the internal development of conquered territory. In particular this
meant the implementation of improved technologies of cultivation and
production in combination with the establishment of a government
monopoly on the use of violence. In the context of British India, this
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may be seen in attempts to develop the Company state from the very
end of the eighteenth century through the raft of measures mentioned
above, which were designed to enhance revenue yields, professionalise
the colonial bureaucracy, and, crucially, to create a standing army which
could act as a military police force throughout Indian society.

However, in the earlier period covered by this chapter, such notions
of colonial governance were still at a formative stage. The political
economy of the early Company state was characterised by a brand
of military-fiscalism which was largely untempered by concerns over
longer-term development; indeed, it was military-fiscalism carried to
its logical extreme, with colonial administrators attempting to extract
a greater margin of profit from the military-fiscal cycle by substituting
relatively inexpensive paramilitaries for regular troops on provincial
duties. Rather than increasing the Company’s net gain, this emphasis
on reducing the overheads of colonial government arguably hindered
the development of its revenue-bearing territory, because it resulted
in the creation of a service which simply could not sustain the civil
stability necessary to promote the best possible economic growth.
Furthermore, the example of a degraded branch of the Company’s
armed forces also had the potential to jeopardise the authority drawn
from the prestige of the regular army which underpinned its rule. In
both regards, the colonial government’s efforts to manipulate the mili-
tary-fiscal cycle through a policy of retrenchment towards its provin-
cial policing commitments during the 50 years after 1765 can be seen
as ultimately self-defeating.
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How Feeding Slaves Shaped the
French Atlantic: Mercantilism and
the Crisis of Food Provisioning

in the Franco-Caribbean during
the Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Centuries

Bertie Mandelblatt

In September 1789 the Deputies for Industry and Trade of the French
National Assembly published a short pamphlet whose main concern
was the dietary habits of the 400,000 slaves of the French colony of
Saint-Domingue.! The Deputies were particularly interested in the rela-
tionship between bread made from French wheat flour and vivres du
pays (local foodstuffs), referring to manioc, yams, squash, and the other
crops cultivated on the island. A central aspect of this relationship was
the differentiation between the diets of white planters and their slaves,
who in fact consumed, the Deputies claimed, very little bread made of
wheat flour:

Bread...only appears on the tables of Whites where it is always
accompanied by a great quantity of the local foodstuffs that Creoles
often prefer to European bread. It appears only rarely at the festive
gatherings of the Negres....It is so little required that a plantation of
200 Negres scarcely consumes more than 4 barrels of flour a year.?

The Deputies’ interest in the food practices of the slaves of Saint-
Domingue should not surprise us. Food provision was one of the ongoing

crises of colonial development, and the continued production of French

192
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wealth from Caribbean sugar plantations depended on constant atten-
tiveness to its management.

The late 1780s, moreover, was an era rocked by crises in France in
which wheat grain, flour and bread played a pivotal role, and the
National Assembly’s concern extended to colonial as well as to domestic
consumption.? In their pamphlet, the Deputies wanted to demonstrate
that wheat flour imported from France was of little consequence in the
provisioning of Saint-Domingue, the most populous and productive of
the French sugar colonies in the Caribbean at this time, because slave
consumption of it was so low. The pamphlet’s central argument was
structured around two propositions: the first that ‘It is not true that the
provision of French flour to Saint-Domingue is insufficient, and that
it is the cause of death by starvation of ten to twelve thousand Negres
each year’; and second that ‘The famine that currently reigns in the
colony only strikes White planters and Négres cannot be dying of it.”*
In a curious but telling reversal of priorities, the fact that slaves were
not starving (according to the Deputies’ calculations) far outweighed
in importance any incidental suffering of white planters, a situation
described here as unlikely and overblown.

This pamphlet was published to refute aggressively documents
submitted earlier that month to the Committee of Trade and Agriculture
by the two Deputies to the National Assembly from Saint-Domingue,
M. de Cocherel and M. de Raynaud.’ These original documents had
described a state of general famine on Saint-Domingue and the insuf-
ficiency of French flour imports, and pleaded for formal permission to
allow foreign flour (i.e., from the United States) to be imported onto
the island. In their disdainful response to these colonial demands for
liberty of trade in regards to food provisioning and in their defence of
metropolitan merchants, the Deputies were taking part in a debate over
the provisioning of the French sugar colonies that had been going on
since the French had formally established colonial settlements in the
Caribbean a century and a half earlier. The debate was marked by distinct
antipathies between metropolitan merchants and colonial planters, and
it was carried on between the merchants via their representatives in
local Chambers of Commerce and parlements, and colonists via their
representatives in the metropole and a variety of high-profile commen-
tators who published tracts on life in the colonies.

The subject of this debate was, above all, what Dale Miquelon has
called the ‘mercantilist dilemma’ of early modern colonial expansion.®
Since the formal demise of the last chartered company to operate in
the French Atlantic in 1674, the trade in provisions to the French sugar
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islands was nominally controlled by private French traders, which set
two opposing forces against each other. On the one hand, colonial
settlers (both free and enslaved) lived in anomalous situations where
stable and adequate local food production proved impossible to estab-
lish, and they thus depended heavily on the importation of food provi-
sions via transatlantic or intra-Atlantic trades, for both survival and
colonial development. On the other hand, the metropolitan merchants
to whom fell the responsibility and, increasingly, the benefit of organ-
ising and maintaining transatlantic food provision networks asserted
their right to profit from these endeavours.

Historians of Atlantic trade recognise the structural nature of the
food provision crisis and the dynamic ways the value of imported food
commodities developed alongside and in relation to the value of the
export commodities produced for profit on the islands.” Therefore,
while metropolitan merchants and colonial planters all claimed that
their undertakings were to the ultimate economic benefit of France, the
value of the provisioning trades ensured that their descriptions of colo-
nial dietary habits were frequently strategic or rhetorical. That is, while
famine and starvation were real problems in French Caribbean colonies
throughout this period, they often served to mask the real subject at
stake in these commercial debates — colonists’ insistence on their right
to trade with foreigners and metropolitan merchants’ entrenched oppo-
sition to this perceived violation of their commercial privileges. The
articulation of these tensions and the decisions made in their resolu-
tion reveal the role played by food provision to the Antilles, and more
broadly speaking, colonial consumption, in the development of French
political economy during the ancien régime.

Indeed, the duration of this basic conflict covered the entire sweep of
French political and economic power in the Caribbean — from the initial
colonial ventures that took place under the aegis of chartered commercial
companies in the 1620s until the social, political and economic revolu-
tions that began on Saint-Domingue in 1791. Although geographically
the conflict served to bolster the transatlantic trade networks connecting
the French port cities of Rouen, Nantes, La Rochelle, and Bordeaux to the
main Caribbean centres of sugar production on Martinique, Guadeloupe
and Saint-Domingue, it also affected the further corners of the prerevo-
lutionary French Atlantic. At various points in this history, Plaisance,
France’s outpost on Newfoundland; New France (Canada, Acadia, and
then Louisbourg on fle Royale, Louisiana); Carénage on Sainte-Lucie
and Mble St. Nicolas on Saint-Domingue; and Kourou on the northern
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coast of la Guyane each played or were imagined to play key roles in the
provisioning of the French Caribbean.

Although all French colonial settlements experienced periodic provi-
sioning difficulties, those in the Caribbean were more systemic and
provoked more protest for a variety of reasons, not least because these
colonies generated progressively higher profits and thus received greater
attention from the metropole than did, for instance, Canada or Louisiana.
As planters turned towards sugar cultivation in the mid-seventeenth
century, less and less land became available on which to grow food for
local consumption; the disproportionate dedication of land to the culti-
vation of export crops created a serious inability to produce a stable
local food supply.® The demographic factor was equally significant:
through the eighteenth century, colonial and specifically slave popula-
tions represented substantial and rapidly growing groups of consumers,
far larger than any that existed in other French colonial settlements.’
These populations and the patterns of their consumption became inte-
gral aspects of the political economy of the overall French Atlantic. In all
these realms, then, the provisioning situation in the Caribbean colonies
presented intensified versions of the difficulties of developing stable and
adequate systems of subsistence characteristic of most French (and other
European) colonial ventures during these decades.

The crisis over food provision reached huge proportions and formed
a structural element of French transatlantic trade during these eras
because it rose out of the coercive mobilisation of huge populations of
displaced and enslaved Africans. Histories of Atlantic trade are too often
evacuated of the presence of slaves as consumers because of their focus
on colonial merchants, their connections and their concerns.!° Studying
networks of food provision means placing slave consumption where it
belongs at the centre of this analysis of French trade policy, and allows a
critical reappraisal of its role in French political economy, both imperial
and metropolitan.

This chapter will chart the development of the metropolitan regula-
tory framework of this provisioning crisis during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, beginning with Jean-Baptiste Colbert who was
responsible for implementing the measures that formed the core mercan-
tilist framework governing France’s globalised trade, and that lasted, in
some form, until the French Revolution.!'! It will show how Colbertian
mercantilism itself shifted in meaning in relation to food provision, and
how it was both challenged and, paradoxically, reinforced by growing
interest in liberal economic theories and the intellectual influence of the
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physiocrats and other philosophes. The rise and fall of support for inter-
colonial trade between the French Antilles and France’s North American
colonies, and the constant threat of l'interlope-illicit trade with foreign-
ers—provided continuous counterpoints to the changes in legislation
that governed the flow of food provisions around the French Atlantic.

Richelieu, Colbert and French Atlantic trade, 1626-1683

Although private French merchants had been present in the Caribbean
basin since the beginnings of European occupation in the fifteenth
century, the formal beginnings of French colonisation there in the
seventeenth century dramatically changed the way trade was envi-
sioned.!? Since the early seventeenth century, the French had begun to
show interest in chartering public companies to undertake colonising
endeavours in the Americas and in the Indian Ocean to compete with
the Spanish, the Dutch and the English who were dominating Atlantic
and Indian Ocean trades.'® In 1626, the Cardinal de Richelieu chartered
the Compagnie de Saint-Christophe under the leadership of Pierre Belain
d’Esnambuc and Urbain de Roissey to formally establish the first French
settlements on the island of Saint-Christophe (St. Kitts). From this initial
base, colonising expeditions to Martinique and Dominica were planned
and carried out in 1635 under the auspices of the Compagnie des fles
d’Amérique, a new iteration of the earlier company which also oversaw
a colonising expedition to Guadeloupe, launched from Dieppe in the
same year.

Richelieu’s overriding interest in these years was in expanding France’s
navigational capacities vis-a-vis Spain and Holland: overseas commerce
was envisioned both as a means to this end and a natural extension of
it.'* Commerce, as initially represented in the charters of these compa-
nies, including the Lettres patentes which declared Richelieu the ‘Grand
Maitre, Chef et Surintendant du commerce de France’, constituted
not only the benefit derived from the import into France of colonial
goods but also the activities associated with the provisioning of the
three vessels: the 45,000 livres intended to pay for three vessels and
to ‘provision them with the food, arms, equipment and men neces-
sary for the voyage and for the settlement on the said Islands, together
with other merchandise that could be considered suitable and useful
there’.!> From the beginnings of French colonial expansion, then, both
export and import aspects of commerce figured largely in its institu-
tional structure.
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When Colbert came to power in the 1660s, he brought to existing
mercantilist ideas a renewed interest in industry, manufacturing, and
above all, external trade, and in the ways that wealth and power could
be derived from them.® As far as colonial matters went, the French colo-
nies in the Caribbean had been more or less abandoned by the Crown,
literally sold off to their governors during the tenure of Mazarin, who
had succeeded Richelieu as chief minister in 1643. On the one hand,
Colbert saw in the Caribbean colonies a chance to build up France’s stock
in bullion by developing the trade in tropical commodities (tobacco,
sugar, indigo and ginger) that had unmistakable potential for growth.
Sugarcane had been introduced mid-century to the islands as a planta-
tion crop and was by now clearly the most lucrative of these.!” Buying the
islands back from their proprietors, Colbert chartered another commer-
cial company in 1664, the Compagnie des Indes occidentales (CIO), to
undertake the development of the plantation system in exchange for a
monopoly on sugar sales.!® He saw no reason to deviate from the model
of African slaves cultivating sugarcane on plantations that had been in
place from the earliest days of Portuguese African exploration and was
now proving so profitable.!

On the other hand, Colbert understood that reinvesting in the French
Caribbean colonies was a way of wresting their commercial control
from the Dutch, who in the first two-thirds of the seventeenth century
were the strongest merchant-nation in Europe and who maintained a
stranglehold on colonial trade to and from the Caribbean, including
the French and English islands.?® Dutch traders were able to extend
more credit to French and English planters than traders from their own
countries, and thus bound them into exchange networks in which all
profits from the export commodities being produced (chiefly tobacco)
went directly into Dutch hands.?! In the French case, the inadequacies
of the first two commercial companies that had been given responsi-
bility for the maintenance of the tiny French colonies meant that the
French settlements on St. Christophe, Martinique and Guadeloupe were
well accustomed to trade with Dutch merchants when Colbert surveyed
the scene. These settlements depended entirely on the most important
commodities brought by the Dutch: food and slaves.

The Dutch at this time had more than seven times the shipping
capacity of the French, and therefore Colbert’s first task was to build
up the navy.2? Concurrently, he threw his efforts into encouraging
and protecting the CIO, issuing ordinances and arréts throughout the
early years of the company, mandating that all trade to the islands be
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restricted to the CIO, and denying colonists the right to trade with any
foreign merchants.?® In order to permit the CIO to operate with as few
overhead costs as possible, Colbert also issued ordinances removing all
taxes and duties from the commodities that the company shipped across
the Atlantic to the islands, although to little effect.?*

By the end of the War of Devolution (1667-1668), the CIO was much
weakened.?® War was a tremendous disruption to provisioning networks,
and the resulting disorder permitted both private French and foreign
traders to replace the company’s provisioning vessels with greater ease
than before. The first significant opening appeared in 1669 when Colbert
personally took over the issuing of passports to private merchants to
prevent the possibility of foreign trade, showing a greater interest in the
role of private trade within the monopolistic control of colonial expan-
sion than is usually attributed to him.2® Writing to the governor-general
of the islands, Jean-Charles de Baas, who was well aware of the unfeasi-
bility of relying on the CIO for provisions, Colbert stated,

It is not at all His Majesty’s wish that the Company should operate
alone in the islands; on the contrary, he wishes to encourage all
Frenchmen to trade there and to establish entirely free commerce.
Until there is an adequate number, the Company is obliged to bring
goods and to then sail to Guinée to acquire the slaves necessary for
the islands, in so doing ridding you of your need for the Dutch. This
is the only objective you must have.?’

Indeed Colbert saw nothing against the best mercantile interests of
France in the operations of private French traders, regardless of how this
business was conducted on the islands. His prevailing concern was to
replace Dutch supply networks with robust French ones, and to ensure
that these traders were not bringing to the islands non-French goods,
among which food provisions such as flour and Irish salt beef figured
largely.?® The attempts to control trade in both exported and imported
goods were represented by three laws which were enacted between 1670
and 1671 and which laid down the tenets of I’Exclusif as it would exist
up until, and indeed after, its eventual formalisation in 1717. The first
was a 10 June 1670 ordinance that banned all trade with foreigners; the
second a 30 December 1670 arrét that stipulated only French traders in
possession of passports issued by the Domaine d’occident had the right
to trade in the West Indies; and the third was a 4 November 1671 ordi-
nance that forbade French traders from trading non-French goods on
the islands.?® This last ordinance, which began ‘Having been informed
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that despite the edicts that prohibited trade with foreigners, most French
vessels sailing to the French islands to trade, have been found loaded with
Beef, Lard, Canvas and other goods from foreign countries,’ repeated the
penalties that foreign trade entailed (a 500 livres fine; confiscation of the
vessel and goods; and corporal punishment for recidivism) and provided
measures by which captains could demonstrate the provenance of their
cargos. Even at this early date, de Baas expressed misgivings about the
consequences of these sizable constraints on the supply of foodstuffs,
building materials, and other provisions critical to the development and
maintenance of plantations.3°

Private traders grew steadily in importance in the Caribbean as the
CIO began to fail. By the end of 1671, largely because private French
trade had increased more than tenfold over the previous decade, Colbert
urged the director of the CIO to close his accounts in the West Indies,
and the company’s liquidation was begun the next year. By this time
another war had broken out, placing even greater emphasis on private
supply lines and thus increasing the dependency of colonists on private
traders.?!

As this trade legislation shows, the relationship of the CIO as a state-
funded organism to private capital and to private traders was more
complex than commonly appears in the older historiography of French
mercantilism, which presents the efforts of the French Crown to centrally
enforce mercantilist directives as if they were in opposition to the wishes
and interests of private French merchants. From this point of view, these
traders reacted negatively to the Crown’s efforts, leading to the down-
fall of chartered companies and the establishment of representative
bodies of merchants such as the Conseil de Commerce and municipal
Chambers of Commerce. The failure of the CIO was inevitable, the argu-
ment goes, as was the failure of all chartered companies, because private
traders were more able to flexibly and efficiently respond to the colonial
demand.3? However, more recent historical work argues convincingly
that the centralised control and promotion of colonial trade of Colbert
and his successors in all its forms was welcomed and even petitioned for
by private traders, including the formulation of I’Exclusif and, indeed,
the creation of commercial chartered companies such as the CIO.3?
Pierre Boulle has contended, for instance, that the chartered company
system was systematically undermined as a strictly mercantilist tool to
the advantage of private individuals who were often shareholders in
the companies whose privileges they were contravening or whose trade
they were replacing, a process, Boulle has argued, that was nevertheless
necessary for the development of trade.?* The maximisation of private
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profits at whatever cost to the state, an emerging feature of modern capi-
talism, became a defining feature of French Atlantic trade. By the end of
the seventeenth century, the profits generated by the trade in foodstuffs
for growing colonial and slave populations began to play a distinct role
within the broader calculations of these private profits.

As a final note about food provisioning in this early period, Colbert’s
deliberate promotion of intercolonial trade in the 1670s between New
France and the Antilles had the potential to redefine the trade rela-
tionship between French colonies and their metropole, as well as to
provide the growing colonial populations of the French Antilles with
another source of food provisions. The development of colonial settle-
ments in complementary ecological zones logically entailed the possi-
bility of complementary intercolonial trades, particularly in foodstuffs,
since the climate and physical geography of the Saint Lawrence Valley
resembled northern France much more than that of the Antilles, and
with sustained agricultural development had the potential to produce
the wheat flour, livestock, salted provisions, peas, and lumber needed
by the colonial populations in the Caribbean.?> Two other benefits that
continued to sustain interest in intercolonial trade between the 1670s
and 1763 were the shortness of the voyages from the eastern continental
seaboard or the Gulf of Mexico to the Caribbean relative to the transat-
lantic voyage that metropolitan traders were obliged to make, and the
promise of keeping trade and the profit generated by that trade within
the French sphere.3°

And indeed intercolonial trade between Québec and the Antilles was
a recurring feature in Colbert’s correspondence between the 1660s and
1680s with the intendants of Canada, Jean Talon and Jacques Duchesneau;
with Frontenac, its governor; and with Pélissier, the director of the
CIO.* The first short-lived attempts to stimulate this trade were made:
Talon sent three ships from Quebec to Cayenne and Tortuga laden with
‘dried fish, peas, beer, flour and pork’ in 1670, two more in 1671 and
a last one in 1672, the year he returned to France, and Duchesneau
continued at the same pace.®® These small numbers of vessels had little
impact on the overall food provisioning of French colonists in the
Caribbean. The problems with this trade far outweighed its theoretical
advantages: the Quebec winters meant that the Saint Lawrence Seaway
was closed to shipping for six months of the year; the increasing popu-
lation of Canada in the 1670s made agricultural surpluses rarer; and,
overall, private colonial merchants did not have the capital to develop
their own networks.> Because of a lack of immediate profits, these
early attempts to create a self-sustaining trade between Canada and the
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Antilles were dependent on metropolitan merchants, who soon gave
it up. Although this trade was revived slightly in the mid-1680s, it was
not until the War of Spanish Succession (1700-1713), and more specifi-
cally the establishment of the fort of Louisbourg, that Canadian salt
fish and dried peas would be exported in significant amounts to the
French Caribbean islands.

The economic reality of encouraging and sustaining this trade within
a mercantilist framework increasingly determined by metropolitan
private capital meant that intercolonial trade during the ancien régime
never received the unequivocal support it needed from the Ministere
de la Marine. Colonial settlements of North America did indeed have
surplus provisions for a profitable trade with the French Antilles in the
eighteenth century, but they were the British colonies of the eastern
seaboard, not the French ones of the Saint Lawrence River Valley. By
1700 the British settlements were already much more densely popu-
lated than New France, and, critically, they were geographically closer
to the Caribbean, permitting smaller, less expensive ventures to be
launched.*® References to British-North American traders selling provi-
sions to the French islands in the Caribbean begin in the 1670s, and
their growing presence was both a continuing threat to protectionist
trade legislation for the next 120 years and an essential feature of the
provisioning of the French islands.*! In conclusion, the indispensa-
bility of importing food provisions for a growing colonial slave popu-
lation provided the theoretical possibility, never realised, of revising
the mercantilistic framework to allow for the strengthening of inter-
colonial bonds, including the bolstering and diversifying of colonial
economies, a shift towards which Colbert and local colonial officials
showed themselves receptive. It also provided the means by which
New Englanders were able to gain a critical foothold in the French
Caribbean, shaping the geographies of trade routes, jeopardising the
coherence of the French trading sphere, and influencing the formation
of colonial trade policy for generations to come.

Food provisioning 1684-1763: I’Exclusif and
the attempts to prohibit foreign trade

As I have argued, private French traders held a privileged position, one
that emerged during the period of chartered commercial companies and
grew in importance. With the foundation in 1700 of the Conseil de
commerce, a consultative body of bureaucrats and merchant-deputies
established to provide economic advice to Louis XIV, merchants were
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able to collectively articulate their wishes to the French Crown.*? As
the century progressed, the increasing control of the Antilles trade by
private traders entailed increasing restrictions on the practice of trade,
which was limited to a select, although expanding, number of French
Atlantic port cities, and thus trade became centralised in the hands of
powerful groups of merchants resident there.*® The legislation that they
advised the Crown to pass was intended to protect the Antilles’ trade
from illicit French traders from ports other than their own, but more
notably from foreign traders in the Caribbean: Dutch, English, and
Spanish merchants, and the aforementioned ‘New England trade,’ the
scourge of eighteenth-century French colonial trade policy.

The main principles of the regulatory system that emerged after Colbert
were codified in two sets of documents, the Lettres patentes of 1717 and of
1727, which with substantial modification after 1763 governed colonial
trade until the Revolution. Prior to 1717, almost constant warfare had
prevented the effective application of the initial Colbertian edicts passed
to restrict trade to the French islands and forbidding French colonists to
buy from foreigners.** The desperate situation faced by French colonists
in the Caribbean, in particular during the War of the Spanish Succession,
and the increase in illicit trade in provisions led to merchant pressure on
Louis XIV and Jéréme de Pontchartrain to regulate this trade.*> Despite
a small increase in the levels of trade between the Antilles and Canada
during this time, and the strong interest in such a trade expressed by
Vaucresson, the intendant of the {les du Vent, the war disrupted shipping
routes and made a legitimate intercolonial trade almost impossible.®

At the peace signed at Utrechtin 1713, trade and colonial matters occu-
pied a central place in the negotiations.*” These concerns were further
concretised four years later with the 1717 Lettres patentes, which opened
trade with the French Antilles to thirteen privileged port cities — Calais,
Dieppe, le Havre, Rouen, Honfleur, St. Malo, Morlaix, Brest, Nantes,
la Rochelle, Bordeaux, Bayonne and Séte — and before 1763 another
seven ports would be added to this list (Marseilles, Dunkirk, Vannes,
Cherbourg, Libourne, Toulon and Caen).*® Vessels leaving from these
cities were required to return directly to them after having completed
their business, thus discouraging intercolonial trade. All goods declared
to be destined for the islands were free of duty, which held true for goods
imported from abroad in order to be reexported to the Caribbean, such
as salt beef from Ireland.*’ In this way, these ports became warehouses for
all commodities exported from and imported to the Antilles. Predictably,
the effect of this legislation on the cities in question was electrifying, in
particular on Nantes, St. Malo, Le Havre and above all, Bordeaux. These
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cities experienced strong growth in the eighteenth century, doubling
(Nantes) or tripling (Bordeaux) their populations, as industries grew
to support the transatlantic maritime traffic including the reexport of
tropical goods, as port hinterlands developed agricultural resources to
meet demand, and as domestic consumption of tropical commodities
increased. Food provisioning for the islands and for departing vessels
continued to figure among the dominant activities spurring on develop-
ment in these Atlantic ports and their hinterlands.°

The intended effect in the Caribbean of these Lettres patentes was
to curb the growing illicit trade with foreign merchants, the scale of
which, although difficult to calculate with precision, almost certainly
overshadowed that of intercolonial trade in the provision of foodstuffs
to the French islands during the ancien régime.>! The reaction in 1717
to the arrival of this legislation on the French islands was immediate: it
precipitated the most important colonists’ revolt to date, a revolt which
spread throughout the Isles du Vent, and in which the royal militia itself
rose up against royal authority.>? Varenne and Ricouart, the governor
and intendant, wrote to the Conseil de la Marine about the beginnings of
rebellion on Guadeloupe:

Seditious souls have been gathering with arms in Saint-Anne’s parish,
declaring their misery and insolently claiming that they are perishing
with hunger since trade with the English has been forbidden to them
and because the little beef sent by French traders is at an exorbitant
price. ... We are obliged to advise the Council that if 5 or 6000 barrels
of beef are not immediately forthcoming from France (in the expec-
tation of more) then it is feared that all of Guadeloupe will rise up,
and that the rebellion will spread to Martinique. ... It is imperative to
quickly send beef and flour or even greater disorder is to be feared.>?

In this report, the two officials confirmed that the food provisioning
of the islands and its regulation were directly connected to the secu-
rity of colonial rule and to the continued development and profitability
of colonial settlements; more broadly, the transatlantic politics of food
provisioning influenced colonists’ understandings of their depend-
ency on the metropole, and, by consequence, their degree of loyalty or
rebelliousness.

Another clause of the 1717 Lettres patentes stipulated that commodi-
ties such as salt fish produced in Terre-Neuve were to be free of duty
when entering the Antilles, thus equalizing the islands’ privileges with
those of France and permitting, or even encouraging, the resumption
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of an intercolonial trade based in the Americas that had, as yet, played
a minor role in the provisioning of the French Caribbean islands.
Consequently, the 1720s saw the return of this trade based on the still
attractive principle that the colonies could provision each other while
maintaining all profits within the French sphere. A direct trade between
New France and the Antilles had picked up as a result of the construc-
tion of Louisbourg on {le Royale (Cape Breton Island), which became an
extremely lucrative entrepot for goods coming from all over the region
(including New England and New France) as well as from France and
from the West Indies.’* Louisbourg, given its more favourable position
on the Atlantic, was more successful as a French Atlantic trading hub
than Quebec or Plaisance had ever been, and the years of its existence
(1714-1758) marked the pinnacle in French intercolonial trade. For
instance, while 39 vessels sailed between New France and the Caribbean
between the 1670s and 1729, this number grew to 478 between 1730
and 1746, and then fell slightly to 376 between 1748 and 1757. The
number of vessels sailing in the opposite direction was smaller, although
it followed the same general movement of growth: from 35, it grew in
the same years as above to 362 and then fell to 248.5

In October of 1727, soon after Louis XV began his personal rule, a
new version of the Lettres patentes was enacted to regulate all commerce
that took place among the French colonies, and specifically to create a
completely closed commercial system operating between France and the
Antilles.>® The prohibition on trading with foreigners that was noted
in a single clause of the 1717 Lettres patentes became the entire focus of
these new regulations. The only exception to the general rule that provi-
sions (other than slaves) had to be of French origin was salt beef from
Ireland, which, although Irish, was still to be transported by French
ships after being warehoused in French Atlantic ports.5” Remarkably, it
was a commodity of such vital import to the islands that these regula-
tions were amended two months later to allow French vessels to cross
the Atlantic to the Antilles directly from Irish ports laden with the beef,
thus bypassing French Atlantic ports entirely for one year, an annual
decree that was reissued until 1741.58

The legislation closed the waters for one league around all French
possessions and included new, harsher penalties imposed on those
convicted of trading with foreigners.> Although perhaps ‘regressive and
ineffective’ in the long term,%® these regulations had the medium-term
effect of stimulating the trade in foodstuffs between Canada and the
Antilles, as Canada became one of the few legitimate sources of provi-
sions for the islands. During the late 1720s and into the 1730s this trade
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stabilised for a twenty-year period, although the Canada-Antilles trade
never played a crucial role in provisioning the islands compared to other
sources of provisions. In the year 1736, for instance, an average one
in these twenty years, Irish salt beef imports to the islands carried by
French traders through French Atlantic ports equalled 60,000 barrels,
whereas that of Canadian fish equalled about 6,500 barrels.%!

The difficulty at the heart of the efforts to encourage this legitimate
intercolonial trade in foodstuffs was the distinctly uneven balance of
trade between the two French colonial centres of New France and the
Antilles, which highlighted the vast differences in economic production,
consumption patterns and demographics between them, and which was
never resolved.®? Simply put, the value of Canadian exports to the Antilles
far outweighed the value of French Caribbean exports to Canada. The
dried cod, wheat flour, lumber, peas, tar, pitch and fuel oil which left
Canada for the Antilles were essential provisions on the islands, whose
collective populations (of whom more than three-quarters were slaves
by 1730) more than quadrupled those of New France.®® The cargoes
of vessels sailing from the Antilles to either Canada or Louisbourg, on
the other hand, were made up almost exclusively of sugar by-products:
specifically sirops, sugar syrups of differing grades, and guildive (or tafia),
the rough sugarcane brandy distilled from the syrups (i.e., rum).** Due to
the strictures of I’Exclusif, planters were forbidden from selling or ship-
ping their semi-refined sugars to Canada or Louisbourg, and there was
a negligible market for tafia in France, where imports had been banned
in 1713 to protect the interests of producers of French grape brandy.®®
Moreover, unfortunately for the desperate planters of the Antilles, there
was both a glut of sirops and tafia at Louisbourg because of their double
availability via English sugar planters and a lack of extensive North
American markets for these relatively dispensable goods. Indeed the
very accumulation of Antillean sirops and tafia lead to their unique posi-
tion in the exchanges between the islands and New England and New
France, in which they played central roles in both the application of
VExclusif and in New England’s industrial development.®®

Between 1749 and 1750, the provisions trade between Canada and the
Antilles suddenly doubled in volume, and it maintained this rate until
the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War in 1756. Although it is possible that
this increase was due to an overall growth in the mercantilist ‘empire’
that was developing (certainly the sugar trade between the Antilles and
Europe was experiencing exponential growth), it is also likely that trade
goods from Canada were at this point becoming a mask for contraband
trade from New England.®” In fact, the New England trade assumed more
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and more material and symbolic importance during the Seven Years’ War,
even after the loss of Louisbourg in 1758. The renewal of Franco-British
hostilities resulted in the British occupation of every French island in
the Caribbean except Saint-Domingue, which created legitimate trading
channels with the British colonies of the eastern seaboard, critically
weakening French transatlantic and intercolonial trading networks and
indeed French power in the region overall.

Food provision 1763-1789: the aftermath of
the seven years’ war

The years following the defeat of France and prior to the onset of the
French and Haitian revolutions saw a swift succession of changes to colo-
nial trade policies, and to provisioning policies in particular. According
to the Treaty of Paris which concluded the Seven Years’ War, France
lost all of its North American possessions (save its fishing rights off the
‘French Shore’ of Newfoundland and the tiny islands of St. Pierre and
Miquelon in the Gulf of the Saint Lawrence) — all claims made to terri-
tories in the Ohio and Mississippi valleys were renounced, New France
went to the British, and Louisiana west of the Mississippi went to the
Spanish, and finally, three of its Caribbean possessions (Saint Vincent,
Dominica and Grenada) and its possessions in Senegal and India went to
the British. However, despite the British occupation during the war, all
other Caribbean possessions were retained, and Sainte Lucie, contested
up until now, was gained. Any hopes for provisioning France’s Caribbean
colonies through legitimate intercolonial trade with the northern colo-
nies were henceforth dashed.

Despite this, the Duc de Choiseul who negotiated the treaty on behalf
of France, and many others, considered the treaty a success for France -
the profits being made from the sugar islands far outweighed the profits
derived from the collapsed fur trade, from fishing, or from any other of
the commodity trades that had developed in the northern colonies.®
According to a revivified mercantilism that found new voice in the writ-
ings of Montesquieu and Voltaire, the success and value of colonies still
depended on the degree to which they could be manipulated to produce
and export an array of profitable commodities as unlike those avail-
able in France as possible, with the understanding that colonies would
consume metropolitan goods, including food provisions.® Profits from
production dictated the success of colonies and assured the colonial
utility of the French Antilles, certainly in comparison to the quelques
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arpents de neige [several acres of snow] to the north which had produced
such disappointing returns.”®

Choiseul’s reorganisation of France’s overseas colonies after 1763
also reflected the growing influence of the physiocrats, whose writings
emerged mid-century, and who had distinctly different views on colo-
nial development and on slave-based colonial regimes in particular.”!
The exaltation of agriculture by writers such as Quesnay, Mirabeau, and
Du Pont de Nemours, of the role it played in the functioning of state
economies, and of the agrarian ideal more generally, resulted in their
pressure within France to remove all tariffs and duties on the grain trade.
In relation to France’s colonies and in a reversal of mercantilist thinking,
colonial utility was to be found in the capacity of colonies to produce
commodities in accordance with the metropolitan agricultural model:
to extend this model, not to provide a contrast to it.”> Overseas as well
as in France, agricultural productivity was an end in itself, and this focus
led to dramatic shifts in the way the provisioning for France’s thriving
sugar colonies was envisioned.”?

The clearest example of this shift is Choiseul’s disastrous 1763 expedi-
tion to Kourou in la Guyane which was expressly intended to establish
a replacement for the loss of Canada and Louisiana.”* While the central
initiative was one of settlement and the creation of a new Atlantic base
from which France could launch its future offensives against Britain,
a secondary goal was to provide an ongoing and legitimate source of
provisions for the fles du Vent, now even more dependent on metropol-
itan merchants and foreign trade than before the war. In language that
mirrored closely that of Jean Talon and Colbert almost a century earlier,
a memo addressed by Louis XV to Etienne Frangois Turgot and Thibaut
de Chanvalon who headed the Kourou expedition, read,

His Majesty wishes to encourage by all means the types of cultiva-
tion and livestock-raising that will build up food supplies so to assure
the subsistence of colonists. His Majesty commands them to actively
concentrate on the goal of having agriculture and livestock in such
abundance that it will be possible to furnish the fles du Vent and to
form a habitual trade with them.”s

However short-lived the Kourou settlement project eventually was, this
proposal reintroduced the idea of an intercolonial trade in provisions
with markedly different ideas about colonial political economy, most
notably because of the opposition of most physiocrats to slavery, in
theory if not in practice.”
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Caribbean colonists and planters who had pushed for freer trade and
the right to buy their essential commodities — including provisions and
slaves — from non-French merchants, continued their efforts after 1763
with a vociferousness borne of the privations of the war. In this period
they made real gains, some of which can be seen as further signs of
physiocratic influence. The increasingly strident post-Seven Years’ Wars
commercial debates underline the fundamental opposition of the self-
interest of metropolitan merchants and colonial merchants and planters,
parties which both sought to extend and maximise their commercial
profits through the manipulation of royal trade policy.”” Food provi-
sions had a substantial role to play in the articulation of these debates.
For instance, the clearest and most formal expression of an advance-
ment of colonial demands for liberty of trade was Jean-Baptiste Dubuc’s
1765 Mémoire sur I’étendue et les bornes des Lois prohibitives, which formed
the basis of the Exclusif mitigé that held sway, in one form or another,
for the remainder of the period under examination.”® Dubuc was a high-
profile Creole from Martinique who had been named by Choiseul to be
the premier commis des colonies in 1764, the first time a colon had risen
to head the administration of the French colonies. The underlying argu-
ment of his Mémoire was that colonial survival depended on a strictly
defined and limited set of exceptions to the already established regime
of trade restrictions with non-French merchants. These exceptions were
three crucial groups of commodities which Dubuc contended colonists
should be permitted to exchange with foreigners: slaves; sirops and tafia,
the classic return cargos; and cod, a critical element for slaves’ diets, in
particular.” Indeed, as Dubuc articulated it, the

imperious necessity of circumstances [dictate that] our Colonies
cannot provide their own subsistence in any measure whatsoever.
In particular the inhabitants of the Isles du Vent, much more precar-
ious in this regard than Saint Domingue, have only foreign trade to
supply food for their slaves; cod is absolutely indispensable for this
purpose.®®

In this way, slaves and their foodstuffs were named as the commodities
at the root of the most important formal challenge to the French regula-
tory trade policy in the ancien régime. To some extent, the centrality of
foodstuffs in this demand for freedom of trade was pure rhetoric and
served to mask colonists’ bald attempts to extend all of their trade with
New Englanders for simple commercial gain: slave diets varied by plan-
tation and by island, but they were notoriously lacking in the protein
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that fish and beef would have provided and depended heavily on the
manioc, plantains, and bananas that slaves themselves grew.8! These
calls for the freedom to trade with New Englanders should not be read as
if slaves’ dietary needs for salt fish, however real, were the prime factor
that motivated colonists, nor as if colonists ever satisfied these needs to
the best of their ability.

Moreover, in establishing these specific exceptions related to food-
stuffs, the Mémoire exhibited a strategic political conservatism: the argu-
ments were set firmly within the familiar limits of mercantilist concepts
of the commercial primacy of colonies. Dubuc reiterated a definition
of colonies based wholly around their consumption of metropolitan
products and around a structural relationship with the metropole that
favoured the flow of profit in one direction only. It was within this
framework, however, that he argued that what brought wealth to the
colonies would result in greater wealth for France. On this basis, while
defending the need for the preexisting trade restrictions, Dubuc opened
the possibility of exceptions to them, always with the proviso that this
flexibility would keep smuggling at bay.?? Regardless of his Mémoire’s
equivocation and apparent endorsement of the current state of trade
restrictions, metropolitan merchants rightly sensed a serious threat to
their authority, and the Mémoire was vigorously refuted in the Chambers
of Commerce in Atlantic port cities.

Of the series of further measures taken in these twenty-five years that
continued to undermine the regime of I’Exclusif, including the suspen-
sion of the one-league clause of the 1727 Lettres patentes, two stand out.
The first was the creation in 1767 of two free ports in the French Antilles:
one at Carénage on Sainte-Lucie for the Tles du Vent, and the other at
Moble Saint-Nicolas, on the northern coast of Saint-Domingue.8® These
ports provided bases where French planters could exchange their sirops
and tafia (as well as other goods imported from France) for a strictly
limited number of provisions subject to a duty of 1 per cent.®* The list
of provisions, however, did not include foodstuffs, and the omission
of salt cod and salt beef caused immense dissatisfaction, provoking
petitions from Saint-Domingue that trade in these two foodstuffs be
authorised.%

In Guadeloupe, the opposition to the exclusion of foodstuffs from
the permitted items was so fierce that in April of the following year an
arrét extended the commodities permitted to be traded at Carénage to
include rice, maize, salt cod, and vegetables, as well as sugar and coffee.8¢
Although Carénage and Moble Saint-Nicolas were created in response
to the creation of similar free ports by the British on Dominica and
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Jamaica, both were ultimately unsuccessful in controlling the volume
of illegal trading. Located directly south of Martinique, and far south
of both Guadeloupe and the British free port at Dominica, Carénage
was too remote and thus too expensive to reach, and was incapable of
providing a trading base for all the French Windward Islands.?” Méle
Saint-Nicolas was more successful overall as a free port because Saint-
Domingue had a more developed economy and more well-established
(illicit) trade links in food provisions with New England due partly to its
proximity to the mainland of North America.®® Nevertheless the cumu-
lative effect of these free ports was, in fact, the reverse of what had been
intended. Their presence served to stimulate the growing trade between
New England and the French islands.

In some senses, this French-American trading alliance, concretised
through the 1778 Treaty of Amity and Commerce, saw some curious
reversals by the end of the American War of Independence, as metro-
politan France provisioned the thirteen ex-colonies throughout the
war on credit, leading to the accumulation by the new republic of a
staggering debt towards France.®® In the year following the treaty of
Versailles in 1783, Castries, secrétaire d’état de la marine, formulated the
second critical measure that undercut the regulatory regime of I’Exclusif.
After months of preparation and in view of the provisions trade that
the American War of Independence had necessitated, Castries issued the
Arrét du Conseil du 30 aoiit 1784 Concernant le Commerce étranger dans les
Isles Francoises de I’Amérique.”® This arrét entailed the formal opening of
a total of seven free ports (one on each of the lesser Antilles and one per
region of Saint-Domingue) open to the goods authorised in 1767 and
1768, but also for the first time to Irish salt beef and coal.”!

The only essential commodity that was left off the list was flour; it
was the subject of fierce debate, but Castries finally decided that it was
too early to curtail the exclusivity that metropolitan merchants still
maintained in their flour trade with the colonies. There were factors
within metropolitan France that equally influenced the availability of
flour for transatlantic export: periodic flour shortages raised grain prices,
although the development of flour refineries in Normandy and around
Nantes broke the quasi-monopoly that Bordeaux had previously had on
the colonial market and potentially increased the number of merchants
who could take part in the trade and the amount of available flour.”?
Nevertheless, for the following seven years before the Haitian Revolution
utterly transformed the organisation of subsistence within what had been
Saint-Domingue (as well as the transatlantic trading networks between
Hispaniola and France), the provision of wheat flour continued to be
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in crisis. It was this crisis that was addressed by the 1789 Committee of
Trade and Agriculture pamphlet cited in this chapter’s opening.

Conclusion

Although the 1784 arrét seemed conclusively to signal the beginning
of an era of true liberty of trade, in matter of fact it simply reiterated
the central tenets of the original Exclusif mitigé propounded by Dubuc’s
Mémoire of 1765. Nevertheless, there was a tremendous outcry in the
Atlanticregions of France. The year after, the Parlement of Rouen published
a remontrance in reaction to it that encapsulates the principal features of
the eighteenth-century mercantilist trade regulations surrounding the
provision of food to the French Antilles with which this chapter has been
concerned. The remontrance took the form of a letter to Louis XVI and
was concerned with the threat to the prosperity of Normandy posed by
the authorisation of trade with non-French merchants in the seven free
Caribbean ports specified in the arrét.”® Beginning with Montesquieu’s
definition of a colony in which the central principle was the ‘exten-
sion of trade, not the founding of new cities or of a new empire,’ the
letter narrated a history of France’s colonies in the Caribbean defined
by trade: the actions of Colbert the progenitor, followed by the prom-
ulgation of the Lettres patentes of 1717 and 1727, the development of
IExclusif, and then the challenge of an ‘Habitant des Isles du Vent... who
undertook to impose a new system, but without the merit of perfect
disinterestedness,”** a reference to Jean-Baptiste Dubuc. This history
traces the lines of the debate between a liberty of trade continuously
called for by self-interested colonists and the claims of metropolitan
traders capable of provisioning the colonies via a trade which was their
right. Unapologetic in its bias, the letter described in detail the grievous
impact within France of the relinquishment to foreigners of this trade in
colonial provisions - unemployment, depopulation, migration, and the
loss of manufacturing skills.

What this letter clarified and made explicit was the pivotal role played
by colonial consumption within the metropolitan political economy of
the Atlantic regions of France at the end of the ancien régime, and the
determination of merchant groups to lay claim to and to protect the
sources of their profits. Economic growth in France during this period
was highly regional, and merchants from Nantes, Bordeaux, Marseilles
and Rouen whose economic activities constituted one of the most
dynamic sectors of the French economy were well aware of the critical
importance of overseas trade, including export food trades destined for
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colonial consumption.”® Indeed, economic power put weight behind
this type of articulation of collective self-interest which sought to
manipulate royal trade policy for the benefit of these merchants. In
the language of the Rouen merchants’ text, colonial consumption
drove the expansion of metropolitan French commerce and allowed
France to engage in global trades in tropical export commodities. ‘“This
Kingdom, the most fertile in Europe, cannot consume all it produces;
it is with its excess production that it procures goods from the Islands;
it is with its wines, its flour, its hemp and its linen that it converts to
canvas that it buys colonial commodities’, the letter argued; ‘Bordeaux
alone sends 200,000 barrels of flour.””® While the debate over free trade
rarely touched on the identity of the ultimate consumers of this flour
(the 1789 pamphlet published by the Deputies for Industry and Trade
notwithstanding), the probable loss of colonial consumers that would
be the consequence of legalising colonial trades in foodstuffs with
non-French merchants was keenly felt. In a striking turn of phrase, the
Norman petition observed that

the secret of Commerce is procuring consumers; when they are found
they must not be relinquished; when we have an assured source of
them, they must not be abandoned in the uncertain hope of finding
others. Our Colonists are consumers who belong to us; surren-
dering them to Foreigners would be renouncing our trade balance
advantage.®’

Over a century and a half the debates over the regulation of the provi-
sions trade show the growing stakes of this trade. The crisis of food
provision was structured into the plantation societies that developed
on the Caribbean islands first and foremost because the enslaved
workforce that rapidly expanded in the second half of the eighteenth
century was not permitted to fully control its own subsistence needs.
Intercolonial and transatlantic trades developed and strove both to meet
provisioning shortfalls and to derive economic benefit from them. By
traditional mercantilist injunctions, this economic benefit was restricted
to Frenchmen, although challenges to this legal framework in the
form of smuggling between New England and the French Antilles was
endemic, and indeed the roots of the complex and shifting relation-
ship between the two early republics of France and the United States
in the late eighteenth century are to be found in this provisions trade
that dates to the mid-seventeenth century. But even when successfully
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restricted to the French sphere, the problem of which Frenchmen were
to benefit (planters? traders?) defined the debate over the trades’ regula-
tion, touching on the most elemental questions connected to the value
of colonies. The result was the increasingly conscious transformation
of colonial populations, including slaves, into paradoxically valuable
consumers of metropolitan goods, although the real link between slave
consumption and provisions such as wheat flour remains to be proven.®®
While slaves’ purported choices between manioc and wheat bread on
Saint-Domingue perhaps seem marginal to the dramas of revolution in
France in 1789, they were, in fact, central to the economic crises that
had preceded them.
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