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 War and Peace  
  Trade, International Competition, 

and Political Economy 

    John Shovlin  

     Much of the classic scholarship on mercantilism suggested that economic competition 
led to warfare among European states.   1    “Commercial competition  . . .  plunged nations 
into one war aft er another, and gave all wars a turn in the direction of trade, industry, 
and colonial gain, such as they never had before or aft er,” wrote Gustav Schmoller.   2    
Mercantilism gave rise to “endless commercial wars,” Eli Heckscher argued.   3    According 
to Edmund Silberner, mercantilist ideas were “responsible for the innumerable wars 
which ravaged Europe from the seventeenth until the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury.” Mercantilism entailed “continual commercial wars and armed confl icts without 
end. It led fatally toward war.”   4    In the spirit of rethinking mercantilism, this chapter re-
considers the relationship between commerce and war in seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century Europe, and, more generally, the place of economic competition in international 
politics during this period. 

 Before sketching the outlines of the argument, some comment is necessary on the 
use of the word “international” here. Strictly speaking, the term is anachronistic when 
applied to the seventeenth century or to most of the eighteenth century. Th e word itself 
was not invented until the 1780s and not popularized until much later.   5    Moreover, 
while it was initially adopted to delineate a world in which sovereign territorial states 
would be the sole recognized political actors, one of the characteristic features of the 
early modern period was the key role played by companies, settlers, military contrac-
tors, and other quasi-private actors in global politics. If it is legitimate to speak of an 
international order in this period, it is because Europeans were coming to view war 
and associated forms of rivalry as pitting whole peoples against one another, rather 
than being an aff air merely of rulers. Th is shift  was mediated, in part, by the adoption 
of political economic modes of imagining relations among polities.   6    Once trade had 
emerged as a key fi eld of contestation, rivalry could be viewed as the competition of 
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 306  Conflict

entire  populations mobilizing their collective economic resources. In eighteenth- 
century political economic discourse, it was routine to refer to such competition in 
national terms.   7    Something of this sense was captured by the French political econo-
mist Fran  ç  ois Véron de Forbonnais, when in 1753 he coined the expression “the new 
politics of nations” to refer to the dominant role commerce had come to play as an 
arena of struggle among European powers.   8    Th e emergence of this new politics, and its 
eff ects on the international order, forms the principal subject of this chapter. 

 I seek, fi rst, to clarify the place of trade rivalry in leading to interstate war in Europe. 
Th ere is a good deal of ambiguity attaching to the very idea of commercial war, as I will 
show. While control of trade was certainly becoming an important stake of interna-
tional competition, the number of European wars before the middle of the eighteenth 
century in which trade was the principal issue was quite limited. A stronger case can 
be made for the second half of the eighteenth century as an era of war fought for eco-
nomic ends. Th e chapter goes on to consider the attitude of contemporary political 
economists to war and organized violence. Political economic writers usually, though 
by no means always, conceived of trade as a terrain of struggle among nations, even to 
the point of equating trade with war. But it does not follow that they viewed violence 
as an important instrument in winning this contest. Political economy can as readily 
be seen as a critique of an older paradigm linking conquest with enrichment, and as a 
vision for a less bloody future in which nations would compete economically rather 
than militarily. If political economy ultimately conduced to a more unstable and pred-
atory international environment, this was less because economic writers called for war 
than because thinking about interstate rivalry in economic terms tended to erode tra-
ditional constraints on the practice of international politics. Th e chapter assesses the 
role of violence in mediating competition among European actors in the non- European 
world—a zone where profi ts were principally at stake—and goes on to trace the in-
creasingly predatory character of international politics in Europe as economic rivalry 
became a more important source of confl ict there. I end with a consideration of com-
mercial diplomacy, arguing that treaty making deserves more attention as the decisive 
moment when unequal trading regimes were forged. It was at the conclusion of wars 
more oft en than at their inception that commercial considerations weighed heavily in 
the calculus of policy makers. 

 Any eff ort to clarify the relationship between war and trade in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Europe must start by clearing up some of the confusion that at-
taches to the idea of “commercial war,” or “war for trade.” Strictly speaking, it is reduc-
tionist to claim that the chief impetus for any war is economic. To do so takes the 
 preferences  of those who initiate a war as an adequate account of their choice of  means  
to achieve those desired ends. Any decision for war will be driven not only by the ob-
jectives of policy makers but also by an assessment of the resources available for war, 
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 307  War and Peace

estimations of the military and fi nancial capacity of the enemy, calculations concern-
ing the likely behavior of other parties should war break out, and an appraisal of the 
alternative means available to achieve the same results. Th us the commercial ambitions 
of a polity, considered in isolation, never constitute an adequate explanation of the 
origins of war.   9    

 Moreover, the distinction between wars for trade and wars on trade is sometimes lost 
in discussions of warfare in this period. It was standard practice in wars conducted 
between seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European maritime powers to use naval 
and privateering forces to prey on enemy commerce. One must distinguish, however, 
between attacks on trade intended to weaken an enemy—virtually universal in the 
history of warfare—and attacks undertaken with a view to improving a polity’s long-
term commercial prospects. When British or Dutch mariners seized Spanish treasure 
ships they dealt a blow to Spain’s immediate war fi ghting capacity, but they did not 
alter, or intend to alter, the structures of economic competition. When naval forces 
were used to establish permanent enclaves in the West Indies to allow the penetration 
of Spanish American markets, the results contributed, and were sometimes intended 
to contribute, to that long-term commercial advantage.   10    We need to keep in view the 
distinction between economic  objectives  and economic  means  in warfare. 

 Historians argue that some of the decisive changes in the commercial fortunes of 
European nations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries followed from success 
in war—a view I do not challenge. Violence played no small role in the ascent of the 
Dutch Republic to global trade supremacy in the seventeenth century.   11    Later, the fail-
ure of the Dutch to meet the challenge of British and French aggression has been iden-
tifi ed as a key to the loss of Dutch primacy.   12    Britain’s subsequent rise to commercial 
hegemony is oft en linked to victories won in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
wars.   13    But one must be careful not to read motives back from results. Just because the 
winners regularly used victory as an opportunity to extort trade concessions from a 
defeated foe, it does not follow that wars were fought, in the fi rst place, for the sake of 
such concessions. As Michael Roberts remarks of Charles XII, “In 1705, when he con-
cluded the peace of Warsaw with Augustus II, he inserted economic provisions 
designed to give Sweden and her provinces a grip on the trade which fl owed down the 
Düna . . .  . But from this it is a far cry to proving that it was in order to obtain such ad-
vantages that he had crossed the Düna in the fi rst place.”   14    

 Economic objectives were almost never the sole, and rarely the principal, end of war 
in Europe before the middle of the eighteenth century but were always conjoined in 
complex ways with other purposes. Dynastic imperatives, domestic political maneu-
vering, the desire to maintain a balance of power, and a commitment to sustaining or 
advancing “reputation,” intersected and competed with political economic goals. One 
seventeenth-century confl ict oft en viewed as an archetypal commercial war, Louis 
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 308  Conflict

XIV’s Dutch War (1672–78), seems rather to confi rm the importance of non-economic 
factors. Th e French king’s invasion of the United Provinces in 1672 has been seen as 
Jean-Baptiste Colbert’s eff ort to usurp the Dutch “rich trades” for France or as an ex-
tension of the tariff  war triggered by the onerous duties he imposed on a range of 
imports in 1667.   15    Indeed, in a memorandum of July 8, 1672, the minister proposed that 
in case of French victory, Louis might demand bases in the Caribbean, South America, 
the Moluccas, and the Malabar coast, while excluding the Dutch from the Levant trade 
altogether. Given the timing and context of this memorandum, however, it ought to be 
viewed as a rationalization of the confl ict rather than evidence of the original impetus 
for war.   16    Th ere can be no doubt that Colbert’s trade policy was anti-Dutch, but scholars 
who have examined the origins of the war have shown that the minister was actually 
opposed to the confl ict, seeing in it the likely ruin of his projects of domestic reform. 
Colbert failed to restrain his royal master because he feared losing his credit to hawks 
at court who seemed to enjoy the king’s favor.   17    

 Th e War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14), too, is oft en viewed as a struggle for 
“the trade of the Indies and the wealth they produce,” as Louis XIV put it in a letter of 
1709.   18    Commercial considerations were, indeed, important to the Dutch and the Eng-
lish, and to a lesser degree the French, but they were not the cardinal issue for any 
power. More important for William III and his advisors was the preservation of a bal-
ance of power on the continent. A partition of the Spanish inheritance would have 
been acceptable to the English and the Dutch, even if this meant a signifi cant accession 
of territory and commercial resources to France. William endorsed two such partition 
agreements before this design was scuttled by the will of Carlos II and Spanish insis-
tence that his realm remain intact. Th e chief Dutch war aim was to keep the Spanish 
Netherlands out of French hands, and later to consolidate a military barrier there 
against future French aggression. Austria’s priorities were, in the fi rst place, dynastic—
to support the archduke Charles’s claim to the Spanish throne. Secondary aims were to 
gain control over Milan and Naples. Spain fought to prevent the dismemberment of its 
empire. Dynastic considerations were more important in the calculations of Louis XIV 
than was the potential for commercial gains. Of course, commercial objectives cannot 
be neatly separated from this tangle of strategic, dynastic, and other imperatives, espe-
cially from questions of the balance of power, but neither does it make sense to see 
trade competition as the master logic of the war. 

 Th e best candidates for the label “war for trade” were the Anglo-Dutch struggles of 
the seventeenth century. Navigation, fi sheries, and international commerce were the 
chief stakes of these struggles, though a range of other motivations also came into play 
without which war would likely never have started. Th e Second Anglo-Dutch War 
(1665–67), for example, developed from clashes on the western coast of Africa between 
forces of the Dutch West Indies Company, assisted by a Dutch naval squadron, and the 

Stern, Philip J.. Mercantilism Reimagined : Political Economy in Early Modern Britain and Its Empire, edited by Carl
         Wennerlind, Oxford University Press USA - OSO, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3055757.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2021-01-30 11:25:00.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
 U

S
A

 - 
O

S
O

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 309  War and Peace

English Company of Royal Adventurers, which sought to break into the Dutch trade in 
slaves and gold. English forces retaliated for losses sustained in Africa by seizing Dutch 
ships in the Channel, actions that eventually led to a full scale naval war.   19    Th e path 
from trade competition to international military confrontation was mediated by a 
series of other factors. At the court of Charles II, a faction led by the king’s brother, the 
Duke of York, hoped to use war as a means to increase their own infl uence at court. 
Th e war had a fi scal dimension to the extent that Dutch prizes were expected to refi ll 
the royal coff ers and reduce Charles II’s dependence on parliament. Religious mistrust 
appears to have been a factor in the confl ict, while an ideological element was the an-
tipathy felt by English royalists to Dutch republicanism, which made it plausible to cast 
the Dutch as a threat to monarchical England.   20    

 Th e Anglo-Dutch wars excepted, nowhere in Europe between the 1650s and the 1740s 
was the maximization of commercial advantage the preeminent priority of any Euro-
pean government on entering a major war. It could not be when policy makers were 
faced with more immediate threats to territorial security, or to the continued existence 
of the regimes they dominated. Successive British administrations regarded the defense 
of the British Isles from invasion, and the preservation of a balance of power on the 
Continent as their chief strategic imperatives, the more so aft er the Hanoverian Suc-
cession when the fate of the British ruler’s German electorate had also to be consid-
ered.   21    Trade and colonies played an unusually important role in British national 
defense because of their role in sustaining naval strength and war fi nance, but Britain 
did not go to war for colonial gain before the 1750s.   22    French strategic thought was di-
vided aft er 1713 between continentalists, for whom the containment of the Habsburgs 
was the key imperative, and Atlanticists who saw France’s strategic future in American 
empire. Th e former remained dominant until the Austrian alliance of 1756 gave offi  cial 
sanction to the view that Vienna was no longer Versailles’ chief rival in Europe.   23    As 
important as trade and fi sheries were to Holland and Zeeland, from the disintegration 
of the Franco-Dutch alliance in the 1660s until the neutralization of the Austrian Low 
Countries in 1756, the provinces of the Dutch Republic had to contend with the possi-
bility of French aggression—an existential threat.   24    For several decades aft er 1713, Spain 
remained focused on recovering its position in Italy and carving out states there for the 
younger Spanish princes. 

 It was only from the late 1740s that trade and colonies came to count as much for 
Spanish and French leaders as they did for the British. Th e French monarchy initiated 
a serious program of naval rearmament, launching thirty-seven ships of the line 
between 1749 and 1755 as part of a strategy of protecting colonies and trade, and lim-
iting growing British hegemony in the Atlantic. French eff orts were paralleled by 
those of Spain, which built thirty-eight warships between 1749 and 1756.   25    Th e French 
worried that Britain might make itself the arbiter of Europe by securing a virtual 
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 310  Conflict

 monopoly of Atlantic commerce. In 1755 the duc de Noailles, a member of the French 
Council of State, argued that the British were engaged in a bid for “universal monar-
chy” through the domination of American trade. Noailles interpreted British actions 
in the Ohio territory as part of a plan to destroy the French colonies in North  America. 
Th e British had already penetrated Spanish America commercially; the destruction of 
the French empire was a predictable next step in their grand design.   26    Spanish policy 
makers, too, worried that the British sought to be “master of universal commerce in 
both hemispheres.”   27    Th e settlement of European diff erences, which Spain achieved 
with Austria and Sardinia in the 1752 Treaty of Aranjuez, permitted the Spanish to 
focus on the defense of their American empire and the development of trade.   28    Th e 
novel French alliance with Austria in 1756 was intended to keep the Continent at 
peace and thus allow France to pursue a maritime and colonial struggle against the 
British, a policy that backfi red when Prussia invaded Silesia and dragged France into 
a continental war in defense of its Austrian ally. Aft er the Seven Years’ War, however, 
the reorientation of French policy would permit British leaders to withdraw from the 
continental commitments that had dominated policy since the Glorious Revolution 
while pushing them to defend and consolidate Britain’s dominant position in the 
Atlantic and India.   29    

 At the same time the French and Spanish monarchies came to view trade, colonies, 
and the navy as major strategic priorities, they embraced political economy as a key 
language of state. In the aft ermath of the War of Austrian Succession (1740–48), the 
French Intendant of Trade, Jacques-Claude Vincent de Gournay, diagnosed a principal 
cause of the decay of French power in an inattention to what he called the “science of 
trade.” He set about systematically encouraging the translation of foreign works of po-
litical economy into French, and he commissioned young men in royal service to pro-
duce political economic works of their own.   30    Gournay’s group produced perhaps forty 
works, including translations, over the course of the 1750s. But this was only a fraction 
of the total new French intellectual production in this area. Th e best recent assessment 
suggests that new French titles in political economy jumped by a factor of four or fi ve 
from the 1740s to the 1750s, with nearly four hundred titles published that decade, and 
more than six hundred in the 1760s.   31    In Spain, reforming ministers read and recom-
mended works by Child, Cary, Davenant, Forbonnais, Gee, and Hume.   32    Th e 1750s 
constituted a “take-off ” moment for political economic discourse in Europe more 
broadly. While a handful of works of political economy were translated from one Euro-
pean language into another each decade from the mid-seventeenth century to the mid-
eighteenth, the number of translations exploded thereaft er from a level below twenty 
translations per decade in the 1730s and 1740s to 134 in the 1750s and 339 in the 1760s.   33    
Th e character of this discourse and its implications for international relations will be 
the subject of the following sections. 
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 311  War and Peace

 Commerce was widely viewed as a terrain of struggle among states, and metaphors of 
warfare, weaponry, and battle appealed to many political economic writers and states-
men. For Josiah Child, all trade is “a kind of warfare.” Colbert discerned a “perpetual 
and peaceful war of wits and industry among all nations.” Pietro Verri saw trade as “a 
veritable war fought secretly by the various peoples of Europe.”   34    If commerce could be 
viewed as war by other means, conversely, a peace that fostered prosperity could be a 
proxy for warfare. In the words of Nicolas Dutot, “To make peace in order to reap all the 
advantages of a great trade is to make war on our enemies . . .  . It is in the bosom of our 
countryside that industry will open to us easy roads to greater conquests . . .  . France, 
superior by the advantages of her trade, will teach neighboring states that she is as ca-
pable of increasing her power by peace as by war.”   35    

 Yet there is a diff erence between actual war and an international struggle conducted 
using commercial weapons. In so far as it promoted trade as a substitute for war, polit-
ical economy promised a less bloody world, albeit one in which the struggle of all 
against all continued unabated. Forbonnais said as much when he celebrated the devel-
opment of a “new politics of nations” in which trade rather than mutual butchery 
would be decisive. “It is no longer conquests, carnage, and terror which determines the 
superiority of an empire,” he wrote; “It is the happiness of its subjects. Its wealth and 
population are the measures of the eagerness and confi dence of its allies, of the respect 
and attention of its rivals.”   36    Such an understanding is not to be confused with the no-
tion that commerce is, or ought to be, the basis of peaceful relations among nations—a 
view premised on a less agonistic conception of international relations and the belief 
that commerce in an expression of natural sociability. 

 Th ough political economic writers oft en imagined trade as warlike, it did not follow 
that they regarded violence as an important means to secure economic advantage. For 
all the bellicosity of his language, Josiah Child discerned a modest role for military 
power in fostering trade. A navy and an army adequate for defense, “and Off ence upon 
just occasion,” he argued, “will render us Wise and Honourable in the esteem of other 
Nations, and consequently oblige them not only to admit us the Freedom of Trade with 
them, but the better terms for, and countenance in the course of our Trade.”   37    He 
focused on the management of the domestic economy, above all on keeping interest 
rates low. Such an emphasis on domestic regulation was typical. Political economic 
literature overwhelmingly concentrated on the proper management of economic re-
sources as the path to wealth and power. 

 A good deal of the political economy of this age might in fact be seen as an implicit, or 
explicit, critique of the idea that economic interests could be advanced by war—a call for 
statesmen to turn their attention to the more prosaic, less glorious, arts of household 
management on a national scale. In John Locke’s words, “no Body is vain enough to 
entertain a Th ought of our reaping the Profi ts of the World by our Swords . . .  . Commerce 
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 312  Conflict

is therefore the only way left  to us.”   38    Th e same theme was later echoed by John Law who 
suggested that Louis XIV had simply misunderstood the true basis of power: commerce, 
not conquest, was the foundation of wealth and thus of national strength. “It is on an 
extensive commerce, on the number and wealth of inhabitants,” Law argued, “that the 
power of France ought to be founded.”   39    Similar language was used by Jean-Fran  ç  ois 
Melon—Law’s former secretary—in his infl uential  Essai politique sur le commerce  (1734).   40    

 Against the dominant view that trade was an arena of international struggle, a small 
number of writers argued that commerce ought actually to be seen as a basis for 
peaceful interdependence. Pufendorf elaborated a modern natural jurisprudence 
founded on the idea that trade is an expression of natural sociability and ought to form 
a bond between peoples. In France, similar ideas were associated with the political 
faction linked to Archbishop Fran  ç  ois Fénelon in the last decades of Louis XIV’s reign, 
and were used to contest the anti-Dutch foreign policy of the Sun King.   41    Across the 
channel, pacifi c understandings of trade were also articulated in the 1690s.   42    Irenic vi-
sions of trade seem to have enjoyed at least moments of political infl uence, especially 
in the aft ermath of major wars. Th e French anti-Colbertists scored a triumph at the 
Treaty of Ryswick (1697) when access to French markets was restored to Dutch traders 
on the same basis as French subjects.   43    British eff orts to design a more peaceful and 
stable international order in the 1710s may have owed something to Pufendorf ’s vision, 
which was attractive to George I.   44    Philippe d’Orléans admired Fénelon’s ideas, and a 
member of his entourage, the abbé de Saint-Pierre, elaborated a scheme to create “per-
petual peace” in Europe based on a European diet and free trade.   45    Saint-Pierre saw the 
Triple Alliance established in 1717 between France, Britain, and the Dutch as a fi rst 
approximation of such a design.   46    

 Whatever their ideological affi  nity, few political economists regarded war as an ap-
propriate way to augment trade, and this should hardly be surprising. In the short run, 
confl ict was nearly always detrimental to commerce, especially to the trade of mari-
time states. “Above all things War, and chiefl y by Sea, is most prejudicial; and Peace 
very benefi cial for Holland,” Pieter de la Court argued in 1662. As a community depen-
dent on the profi ts of trade, he observed, Holland was uniquely vulnerable during a 
confl ict. War led to the confi scation of Dutch property in enemy states, to the en-
croachment by neutrals on formerly Dutch trade routes, and to massive losses from 
privateering and naval depredations.   47    In the fi rst Anglo-Dutch War, the Dutch lost 
perhaps 1,200 ships; in the second, more than 500.   48    England was no less vulnerable. 
During the Nine Years’ War (1698–97) approximately 4,000 British merchant vessels 
were lost; during the War of the Spanish Succession, 3,250; and during the War of the 
Austrian Succession, 3,238. Only in the Seven Years; War was the Royal Navy able to 
protect shipping eff ectively.   49    A further disadvantage of war for the richer states was 
that it served to siphon specie out of the domestic economy via subsidies to foreign 
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 313  War and Peace

allies (a fact Th omas Mun had recognized and deplored).   50    Above all, war created op-
portunities for neutral carriers. Foreign ships carried more than half of all the goods 
imported into England during most of the Nine Years’ War.   51    Under Louis XIV, and 
again during the naval war of the 1740s, the French were forced to issue passports to 
Dutch traders to keep their colonies supplied with food and other vital commodities, 
though it was recognized that once the Dutch had a foothold it would be hard to dis-
lodge them.   52    

 In England, the prospect of war with Spain in 1729 prompted ministerial pamphlets, 
which represented war as the scourge of trade and a policy of peace as the best one for 
long-term prosperity.   53    Sir Robert Walpole’s ministry during the 1720s and 1730s gen-
erally sought commercial advantage through negotiation rather than war, holding that 
profi ts might be maximized through better relations with Spain.   54    In the lead-up to the 
War of Jenkins’ Ear (1739–48), it was proponents of peace with Spain rather than those 
who called for war, who tended to emphasize economic arguments. Horatio Walpole, 
writing for the ministry, argued that “War is particularly disadvantageous to a trading 
Nation; and of all Wars, a War with Spain is most so to the British Nation, as it deprives 
us of our most valuable Commerce, as our Trade with Spain is by all confess’d to be.”   55    
Champions of a bellicose policy called for war less to benefi t British trade than to 
punish Spanish aggression and to preserve the credibility of British arms. In the words 
of one pamphleteer, “Let us revenge the fl agrant Wrongs done to our Country, and the 
Dishonour cast on the British Name; let us, in God’s Name, enter into a War, and 
punish the plundering, proud, haughty Spaniards, if they delay the Satisfaction so 
justly due to us.”   56    

 To be sure, the claim was sometimes made that war benefi ted trade. Building on the 
long-standing assumption that England had been the loser in its prewar balance of trade 
with France, some English writers in the 1690s argued that war kept this damaging 
French trade in suspension while permitting England either to fi nd alternative suppliers 
for goods formerly obtained from France, or to establish homemade substitutes.   57    Such 
theories had their equivalent in France where some argued that war diverted Dutch and 
English manpower from trade into unproductive military occupations, thereby de-
creasing their merchant shipping.   58    Such claims were rationalizations for the sacrifi ces 
imposed on merchants and taxpayers by costly confl icts. More common, and more 
infl uential, were demands that the long-term interests of trade not be damaged by ex-
cessive taxation raised to meet the costs of war.   59    

 Th e most sophisticated British political economists of this period understood that polit-
ical action had limited utility in countering a market logic, which in the long run must 
determine the winners and losers of international economic competition. It was the ability 
to sell cheaply that would ultimately prove decisive, and poor countries appeared to have 
a prima facie advantage because of their low wage costs. Some continued to discern a 
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limited role for the exercise of political power. By dominating the East India trade and 
re-exporting cheaply produced Indian textiles, Charles Davenant argued, England could 
undersell its European competitors. He also advocated the prohibition of Irish woolen 
exports, which might destroy their English competition if permitted access to the same 
markets. Others emphasized purely economic solutions to the problems of rich countries. 
Henry Martyn argued that the deleterious eff ects of high wages might be mitigated by 
adopting labor-saving machinery, which would increase productivity. His was a recipe for 
permanent technical revolution in the production process. David Hume held that rich 
countries could preserve their prosperity through improvements in knowledge, while 
Josiah Tucker argued that abundant capital, technological progress, and the ability to 
import cheap labor would allow rich countries to preserve their lead indefi nitely over low-
wage rivals.   60    

 Hume, Tucker, and Adam Smith ultimately broke with the view that trade was a substi-
tute for war, criticizing what Hume labeled “jealousy of trade,” the tendency of nations to 
look with hostility on the commercial success of their rivals.   61    “In opposition to this narrow 
and malignant opinion,” Hume would show that “the encrease of riches and commerce in 
any one nation, instead of hurting, commonly promotes the riches and commerce of all its 
neighbours.”   62    It is by no means clear, though, that Hume and Smith’s innovation was fully 
assimilated by their contemporaries. In France, for example, Hume’s arguments were read 
not as a rejection of Colbert’s “perpetual and peaceful war of wits and industry among all 
nations” but as a more sophisticated prescription for how to win it. Hume’s political eco-
nomic writings were translated by members of the Gournay circle alongside works by 
Cary, Child, Culpeper, Gee, Ulloa, and Uztáriz. Read in this company, the more irenic di-
mensions of Hume’s thinking were de-emphasized if not lost altogether.   63    

 Traditional scholarship on the history of economic thought holds that a decisive 
break divided “mercantilist” thought from the “liberal” doctrines of the latter half of 
the eighteenth century. In terms of the way international order was imagined and rep-
resented, it may be that the more signifi cant caesura lies in the seventeenth century 
between an era, in which war was seen as a path to public enrichment, and an age when 
such an assumption lost force. Th is break has been obscured by the continuing appeal 
of war as a metaphor for trade, and the profoundly agonistic way in which interna-
tional trade continued to be imagined. While this way of envisioning commerce was 
challenged, in turn, during the second half of the eighteenth century by writers of a 
more liberal bent, the latter rarely denied the signifi cance of economic success to 
power politics and, on the Continent, the new political economy was shaped by an 
emulative framework in which the goal was to identify the secret of British success and 
to close the cross-Channel gap in wealth and power.   64    

 If the political economy of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries rarely 
touted war as a means to achieve economic ends, there might nevertheless have been 
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ways in which political economic modes of thought exacerbated the violence and in-
stability of the international order. Th ere certainly appears to be a correlation between 
the tendency to see interstate rivalry in economic terms and a growing ruthlessness in 
European aff airs, and it may have been that Forbonnais’s “new politics of nations,” 
ironically, eroded traditional constraints on the practice of international politics. 
A realm where economic rivalry had long played a very prominent political role—the 
zone of interaction between European actors overseas—appears to have been governed 
by more predatory norms than political space in Europe. Over the course of the eigh-
teenth century, the distinction between these two realms at least partially dissolved, 
and the more ruthless norms of the zone of extra-European economic competition 
appear to have been imported into Europe while international competition there came 
increasingly to be viewed in economic terms. 

 In Europe, relationships among polities were still shaped to some degree in the eigh-
teenth century by norms of dynastic sovereignty.   65    Some of the central patterns of 
eighteenth-century European interstate politics are inconceivable absent the logic of 
dynasticism: witness Charles VI’s thirty-year eff ort to win acceptance for the Prag-
matic Sanction, the Jacobite challenge to the Hanoverian monarchy, or Spanish eff orts 
to transform the Utrecht settlement in Italy. Dynastic claims could give rise to, and 
justify, confl ict; such claims were oft en at issue in the major wars of the age, as in the 
cases of the English, Spanish, and Austrian succession struggles. Dynastic right could 
also serve to veil aggression undertaken for other reasons. But if it oft en led to confl ict, 
dynasticism also functioned as a moderating norm in European politics, limiting the 
kinds of claims that could legitimately be made to territory, containing the stakes of 
war, establishing norms of compensation when rulers suff ered loss of territories to 
which they had recognized dynastic claims, and requiring the regularization of shift s 
in sovereignty through formal treaties.   66    Reason of state eroded the force of dynastic 
sovereignty, but it was a slow-acting poison the full eff ects of which took a long time to 
become fully manifest. Limited by norms of dynasticism, and to some degree also by 
the law of nations, European interstate politics in the early modern period was not a 
Darwinian struggle for survival; few states disappeared as a consequence of military 
defeat.   67    Th is was to change in the latter part of the eighteenth century, and the growing 
tendency to conceive of power in economic terms may have been a key factor in medi-
ating this shift . 

 Trade competition was a dimension of rivalry in which norms of dynastic sover-
eignty were irrelevant or largely so. Dynasticism was tied to a territorial imagination. 
It had developed in Europe as a normative system for the establishment of legitimate 
claims over territory and populations. Dynastic ideas had little purchase in interac-
tions where trade, bases, and control of sea lanes, rather than sovereignty over cities 
and provinces in Europe, were the stakes of confl ict. Moreover, trade competition was 
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modern and was perceived as such. Th e charters and genealogies on which the legalis-
tic claims of dynasticism were founded had little to say about the world of commerce. 
Where dynastic claims were weak or nonexistent, and where rivalry among Europeans 
was principally a rivalry for trade—namely in the “Indies”—one comes closest to that 
world of “continual commercial wars and armed confl icts without end” envisioned by 
Silberner and other classic historians of mercantilism. Th e key European actors in this 
zone were not states or governments but companies, settlers, freebooters, and priva-
teers, which further minimized the relevance of dynastic constraints. 

 Organized violence was the handmaiden of trade in the Indian Ocean and in the 
Americas, where force was oft en the arbiter of confl icts among European chartered 
companies or settlers. Th e clearest example of a war fought for trade was the long 
struggle carried on between 1598 and 1663 by the Dutch Vereenigde Oost-Indische 
Compagnie (VOC) to oust the Portuguese Estado da India from the Spice Islands, 
Ceylon, and Southern India. In 1614, Jan Pieterszoon Coen of the VOC argued that 
“trade in Asia must be driven and maintained under the protection and favour of Your 
Honour’s own weapons, and that the weapons must be paid for by the profi ts from the 
trade; so that we cannot carry on trade without war nor war without trade.”   68    Like the 
Dutch before them, the English also fought and harried the Portuguese in Asia. Rela-
tions between the English and the Dutch were oft en violent, with their nadir in 1623 
when the VOC governor at Amboyna had ten employees of the English East India 
Company (EIC) tortured and executed. In their relations with local rulers in India also, 
servants of the EIC believed the power of reprisal was an important guarantee of ad-
vantageous trade relations.   69    

 One can discern three phases in the relationship between the European regional 
states system and the realm of intra-European competition in the Indies. Until the 
middle of the seventeenth century, European rulers were content, either by express 
agreement or implicit understanding, to allow a state of virtual war to prevail between 
their subjects in those parts of the world “beyond the line.”   70    From the 1640s, peace 
agreements made in Europe began to be extended to the Indies. Th e United Provinces 
concluded a truce with Portugal in 1641, which was eventually imposed on the VOC 
and extended to the East Indies in 1644. Th e Treaty of Münster (1648) between Spain 
and the Dutch extended to the Indies, and this was increasingly the pattern in subse-
quent treaties ending major European wars. Conversely, war in Europe increasingly 
spilled over into the Indian Ocean and the Americas. Th e EIC suff ered mightily from 
Dutch attacks during the fi rst Anglo-Dutch confl ict (1652–54); the French temporarily 
lost Pondicherry to the VOC in 1693, during the Nine Years’ War; every major Franco-
British altercation from the 1690s on had a New World dimension.   71    Despite this con-
vergence of the two zones, however, aggressive and predatory behavior pitting 
Europeans against one another remained common in the Indies without such  aggression 
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leading to war in Europe. In the 1720s, for example, Dutch traders conducted a virtual 
war against the Ostend Company, which was seeking to establish a competing trade to 
the Indian Ocean and China.   72    

 Th e third phase in the relationship between Europe and the zone of European compe-
tition overseas began in the 1750s when, for the fi rst time, a colonial dispute in America 
was the chief impetus for a major confl ict in Europe—the Franco-British dimension of 
the Seven Years’ War. Colonies and the commerce they sustained were coming to be seen 
as a decisive factor in the European balance of power. As economic rivalry became more 
central to politics in Europe itself, norms of dynastic sovereignty appear to have been 
eroded, and European politics became more predatory. Th e fi rst clear movement in this 
direction was Prussia’s invasion and annexation of Silesia in 1740–41. Frederick II had no 
dynastic claim to Silesia, a Habsburg province rich in both mining and manufacturing 
wealth. Th e Prussian monarch had broken with the dynastic thinking of his father to 
embrace a thoroughgoing reason of state, a shift  some scholars attribute to his engage-
ment with Enlightenment rationalism, but which might also be linked to the growing 
centrality of economic competition as an arena of great power politics.   73    Economic con-
siderations became much more central to the power-political thinking of Prussian and 
Austrian policy makers in the middle decades of the century. Territories came more and 
more to be seen as fungible demographic and economic resources, rather than as bun-
dles of dynastic rights.   74    Th e partitions of Poland among Prussia, Austria, and Russia in 
the early 1770s and in the 1790s would seem to be the logical outcome of such a doctrine, 
though dynastic claims were also weak in this elective monarchy. Th e French decision to 
support the American revolutionaries in their rebellion against George III might be seen 
as another example of the weakening of dynastic constraints and the increasingly pred-
atory cast of international relations. Th e stakes of French intervention in America were 
economic—overturning British dominance of North Atlantic trade.   75    Th e framing of 
rivalry in economic terms may have facilitated a suspension of dynastic norms. 

 If the role of trade rivalry as a direct cause of war in Europe before the middle of the 
eighteenth century has been overstated, commercial diplomacy merits more attention 
as a practice shaping the regime of global trade. Most of the major peace accords con-
cluded between European sovereigns, from the Treaties of Westphalia (1648) through 
the Peace of Paris (1783), had signifi cant commercial dimensions. In addition, nu-
merous trade agreements were forged between European powers in peacetime.   76    Com-
mercial treaties typically set out the terms on which the nationals of one polity might 
trade in another. Treaties could extend most-favored-nation status, or even accord to 
foreign merchants the same rights and privileges enjoyed by a state’s own citizens—as 
in the commercial clauses of the Franco-Dutch treaties of Ryswick (1697) and Utrecht 
(1713).   77    Commercial treaties usually sought to guarantee prompt and impartial justice 
in commercial disputes, and rights of residence and freedom from molestation for 
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merchants. Trade treaties oft en established norms for wartime trade also. Th e Anglo-
Swedish treaty of 1661, for example, permitted trading with the enemy in wartime, 
except in specifi cally defi ned contraband goods.   78    

 Trade treaties became increasingly necessary as European governments from the late 
seventeenth century hedged their domestic markets with higher tariff s, or in some 
cases outright prohibitions, on foreign goods. French tariff s rose sharply under 
 Colbert—notoriously with the tariff  of 1667. Between 1690 and 1705, English tariff s on 
imports increased from a low 5 percent to 15, 20, or even 25 percent on some goods.   79    
In the 1710s and 1720s, similar policies followed in Austria, Denmark, Prussia, Russia, 
and Sweden.   80    As tariff  barriers rose, so did the potential rewards of successful diplo-
macy. When diplomacy failed, the result could be a tariff  war or destructive prohibi-
tions of imports. Following the introduction of the tariff  of 1667, tariff  wars erupted 
between France and Milan, the Papal States and the United Provinces.   81    In 1678 the 
English Parliament passed a three-year embargo on French imports. In the interval 
between the Nine Years’ War and the War of the Spanish Succession, French goods 
entering England faced 50 percent  ad valorem  duties. When negotiations for a com-
mercial treaty failed in 1699 the French imposed higher duties on English textiles, pro-
hibiting some altogether.   82    

 Diplomatic alignments, and the commercial accords they made possible, could be 
the key to obtaining economic advantages for a state’s nationals. As Josiah Child 
remarked in 1693, “Th e well contrivement and management of Foreign Treaties, may 
very much contribute to the making it the Interest of other Nations to Trade with us, at 
least to the convincing of Foreign  Princes  wherein, and how it is their Interest to trade 
with us.”   83    Th e Methuen Treaty (1703) guaranteed privileged access to the English mar-
ket for Portuguese wines, while opening Portugal and Brazil to English textiles.   84    Th e 
later Anglo-Russian commercial treaty of 1734, which granted Britain most-favored-
nation status and a one-third tariff  reduction on specifi ed imports into Russia, has 
been credited with winning British merchants a dominant position in European trade 
with Russia during the eighteenth century. By 1756, more than half of all St. Peters-
burg’s European commerce was carried on with Britain.   85    

 Not all commercial diplomacy was geared to establishing more favorable terms of 
trade, however. Governments could also use trade concessions instrumentally, as a 
means to create closer political ties or to secure strategic advantages. Th us the Otto-
mans made agreements with the English and the Dutch in the seventeenth century, in 
part, to create a counterweight to Spanish naval strength in the Mediterranean.   86    Th e 
Franco-British commercial treaty negotiated as part of the broader Peace of Utrecht 
(1713), but rejected by the House of Commons, appears to have been designed to 
improve the political relationship between Britain and France.   87    Spain signed trade 
deals with Britain in 1715 and 1716 in the vain hope of winning British support for the 
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recovery of all or part of the Spanish empire in Italy.   88    By the Second Treaty of Vienna 
(1731), the Austrian emperor agreed to revoke the charter of the Ostend Company in 
return for an alliance with Great Britain and recognition of the Pragmatic Sanction.   89    
Th e French government sought a trade treaty and closer commercial ties with Russia 
in 1756 as a way to shore up a fragile new alliance. In the words of the duc de Choiseul, 
“It is commerce which enables the English to engage the Russians to participate in 
political aff airs . . .  . Th e English method ought to inspire our own.”   90    

 Of course, commercial diplomacy was not a practice unconnected with warfare, or 
with asymmetries of power. Treaties benefi ting the victor’s trade oft en followed success 
in war, or could be extorted from a weak and dependent ally. Indeed, it was at the end of 
wars rather than at their outset that commercial considerations usually played the 
weightiest role. Few treaties were as signifi cant in their long-term implications for trade 
as the agreements Spain made with the Dutch, the English, and the French in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. For Dutch trade with Spain, the commercial clauses of 
the Treaty of Münster (1648) were critical; English traders gained privileges by agreements 
of 1667, 1670, and 1713; for the French, the Treaty of the Pyrenees (1659) was the key mo-
ment. Th ese accords gave foreigners legal protection to engage in licit Spanish trade with 
America through Seville and Cadiz, and cover to engage in illicit trade. Th ey became one 
of the foundations of Spanish underdevelopment and of northwestern European com-
mercial power (as Spanish political economists recognized in the following century).   91    
As the Spanish example suggests, wars not driven principally by commercial ambitions 
could issue in treaties with enormous implications for global trade. 

 It was at the end of wars, rather than in their planning stages, that governments were 
most inclined to consult mercantile interests. In 1698, comptroller general Jérome de 
Pontchartrain invited Th omas Le Gendre, a successful Rouen merchant, to participate 
in the negotiations to set a new tariff  with the Dutch in execution of the Treaty of Rys-
wick.   92    Merchants played a decisive role in the making of the Treaty of Utrecht. Nicolas 
Mesnager negotiated the preliminaries to the Franco-British peace deal in 1711 and 
formally represented Louis XIV alongside the maréchal d’Huxelles and the abbé de 
Polignac at the Utrecht peace conference. On the British side, the commercial clauses 
of the Anglo-French treaty were negotiated by Arthur Moore, a director of the South 
Sea Company, while in Spain, negotiations were handled, nominally, by Lord Lexing-
ton, but in reality by Manuel Manasses Gilligan, a British West Indian with close ties to 
the English factory at Cadiz.   93    Such men had the technical knowledge necessary to 
most eff ectively convert the asymmetries of power evident at the end of wars into du-
rable economic benefi ts. 

 A key objective of this chapter has been to delineate the place of trade among the ori-
gins of war in early modern Europe. “Commercial war,” I have argued, is a deceptively 
simple idea; some of the practices taken to typify war driven by commercial ambitions 
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do so ambiguously, if at all. I underline the limits of a vision that sees economic rivalry 
as a direct cause of war between European states, while conceding that this perspective 
may better characterize the period aft er 1748, as it certainly does the struggles of the East 
India companies, or competing groups of European settlers in the Americas. I also 
underline the defects of a perspective that reads economic writing in this period as a call 
for war. At a minimum, there is a deep ambivalence about war in the political economy 
of the age of mercantilism. Political economists oft en envisioned trade as a kind of war-
fare, but international struggle conducted by commercial means was a very diff erent 
prospect to actual warfare. Moreover, few economic writers saw violence as an impor-
tant element in winning the economic struggle among nations. If the rise of political 
economic modes of imagining and representing the power of nations fostered the devel-
opment of a more predatory and unstable international order in Europe—which it may 
well have—this development should be seen as ironic. 

 If the importance of trade as an impetus for war in Europe has been exaggerated, and 
if few political economists viewed war as the road to wealth, how did organized vio-
lence come to play such an important role in shaping trade relations in and beyond 
Europe? Part of the answer lies with the role of violence in mediating the struggle 
among Europeans in the Americas and the Indian Ocean. Th e distinction between 
Europe and the Indies was imagined by contemporaries in geographical terms, but the 
Indies can also be viewed as a functionally diff erent space in which relations were 
organized according to diff erent imperatives than in Europe. “Beyond the line” com-
panies and settlers rather than governments were the key actors, and rivalry for trade 
could be pursued in a purer form than in Europe, unconstrained by the dynastic and 
strategic imperatives that dominated politics in the Old World. But wars fought in 
Europe, and diplomatic accords brokered there, ultimately had a more important 
bearing on shaping the terms of trade. Th is was not, in the main, because European 
wars were fought to win commercial advantage. Rather, whatever the original cause of 
war, trade concessions were among the benefi ts the winner could wrest from a defeated 
foe. Th is was the juncture when governments were most likely to consult their com-
mercial interests, and when commercial expertise was brought to bear on shaping re-
lations between states. Treaties merit more attention as the moments when the regime 
of global trade was forged, when the “new politics of nations” shaped the international 
order most decisively.      

  NOTES  
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