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Istvan Hont

Jealousy of Trade:

International Competition and the Nation-State in Historical Perspective

(The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005, xviii+541p.)

Jealousy of Trade is composed of seven
chapters, each of which had been originally an
independent and extremely influential article, and
an introduction, which not only summarises them
but also adds revisionary comments to every
chapter. Apart from the editorial uniqueness of this
book, such as the 156-page long introduction and
the relatively autonomous character of each
chapter, his consistent message throughout the
book and also even its oscillation gave us a
meaningful chance to reconsider the implication of
his quite stimulative studies of the history of ideas
in 17-8th century Europe, particularly Britain.

The subject of this book is obviously ‘jealousy of
trade’, the term coming from the title of an essay
by David Hume. The author’s intention is to show
how the ‘jealousy of state’ in Thomas Hobbes’s
politics metamorphosed into the ‘jealousy of trade’
in Hume’s economic thinking, that is, the economic
interpretation of international competitive market
logic. However, after reading it, we will easily
realise that the author’s real concern is rather in the
course Hobbesian political ideas took in early
modern Europe. For the author Hobbesian politics
means the principle of ‘reason of state’, or more
clearly described in a Latin phrase: ‘Salus populi

suprema lex’. In the wandering road to the

Seiichiro Ito

settlement of the modern system, a number of
thinkers tried to overcome economic and political
difficulties with the help of ancient and modern
ideas, such as various types of republicanism and
natural jurisprudence, but, the author says, in the
urgent and extreme cases final decision had always
been considered to be made by reason of state. For
instance, though ‘[t]he elimination of international
conflict’ (p.326.) and the reduction of public debt
may be an insoluble contradiction, Hume’s
recommendation of the voluntary bankruptcy of
government is quite simply explained as ‘Salus
populi suprema lex’ (p.331.).

However, in this book, in the main, two idealistic
principles were targeted, that is, civic humanism
and natural jurisprudence tradition, both of which
had ancient origins but also re-emerged in
Renaissance Europe to defeat the obstacles to
harmonious modernity. Civic humanism is the
subject the author had struggled with since his early
days. The one of explicitly declared conclusions
for the controversy of ‘wealth and virtue’, in
chapter 3 and 6, is the old-fashionedness of civic
humanism as a motif of the ‘shaping of political
economy’. In the Introduction, the author says that
his intention is not to focus on the ‘moral” aspect of

Renaissance republicanism but to highlight the
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‘political synergies’ (p.11.) between republican
ideology and ‘realism’, the term of which the
author derived from ‘the German Realpolitik’ and
whose ‘equivalent early modern/modern term is
reason of state’ (p.6.). Though the subject of
chapter 2 is the uncertainty of ‘commercial society’
brought by trade and credit, realism rather than
utopianism is here also well illustrated in the
analysis of ‘Davenant’s attempt to combine
ideological politics with commercial Realpolitik’
(p-202.). In the ending chapter, French
republicanism in the age of the Revolution is
described in the rivalry between republican ideal
and realism with the focus on the latter. Not only
Sieyes finds the decision-making process of the
‘nation’ in ‘Hobbesian constitutionalism’ (p.486.),
but Robespierre, ‘[flacing both civil war and
foreign war’, also eventually reaches ‘a spectacular
application of reason of state’ (p.515.).

The modern version of natural jurisprudence,
which has been widely admitted as the decisive
approach to the birth of political economy in Adam
Smith, is also the author’s biggest concern from the
outset of his research and so more and more in the
1990’s. What the author repeatedly cautions
against in this book is misunderstanding the natural
jurisprudence tradition and its acceptance in the
history of ideas. Chapter 6 shows that the
suspension of commutative justice is acknowledged
by most natural jurists, even if it is restricted to the
extreme and urgent cases. Reviewing Smith’s
evaluation of physiocrats, who are mentioned as
‘devotees of modern natural law’ (p.81.), the author
insists in chapter 5 that Smith did not take the

advocative stance to French philosophers but he

A F) AFEGE 4305 (2007 4F)

criticises them for their radicalism. The substantial
tension depicted in The Wealth of Nations is not
between mercantilism and natural liberty but
between Physiocrat’s ‘perfect liberty and perfect
justice’ (p.363.) and Smith’s realism. Thus, it
seems not too strange for me to say that the scene
this book describes is placed between the struggle
with scepticism in the pre-Hobbesian world
detailed by Richard Tuck and the tangled strife
between philosophical radicals and Burkean
historicism extensively unfolded in That Noble
Science of Politics by Collini, Which, and Burrow.
In this meaning, Jealousy of Trade appears to fill a
missing link which the so far widely accepted story
of the birth of political economy could not ever
have presented.

Having in mind such strong arguments of the
history of reason-of-state principles, however, the
emphasis on sociability in reading Pufendorf in the
beginning chapter, which shows the process from
‘an imagined theoretic state of nature’ of Hobbes to
‘jurist’ theory of sociability found in Smith, and his
positioning of Smith as relatively consistent in his
trust in natural law in chapter 6 may be confusing
for readers. In the Introduction, Aristotelian
sociability in Pufendorf’s harmonious view of trade
is emphatically contrasted with the ‘jealousy of
trade’. And furthermore, the author mentions
Adam Smith as not only concerned with ‘national
security’ but also ‘related to the role of the
mercantile interest in determining trade policy.’
(p.52.) Evidently the tone of the author’s argument
is here changed, even if in the same direction as the
original article. The shift of neo-Machiavellian

political economy from Discourses on Livy-type
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toward Prince-type or “reason of state”-type (p.57-
8.) is thus extended to Adam Smith. Besides, the
way of dealing with the relationship between Smith
and Physiocrat is also not necessarily consistent.
Describing ‘rich country — poor country debate’ as
a discussion around ‘the Machiavellian pendulum
of inevitable decline’ (p.301.), the author seems to
make Smith overcome Hume’s jealousy of trade by
giving him Physiocratic flavour. Though he sees
the eventual break of ‘the Machiavellian pendulum’
in Dusald Stewart’s ‘eulogy of machines’ (p.318.),
this Physiocratic Smith does not appear to go well
with the Hobbesian and anti-Physiocratic Smith in
chapter 5.

Though it is with some ambiguities, however,

John Skorupski

Why Read Mill Today?
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the Introduction and the whole book clarify the
author’s ‘reason of state’ interpretation of the
European early modern history of economic ideas.
‘The leitmotive’ of this strenuous and time-
consuming work, the author himself proclaims,
comes from ‘the globalization debate of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries’. But, he
also asserts in the end of the long Introduction:
“This kind of intellectual history is worthwhile only
if it is scrupulously correct in its scholarship.’
(p-156.) Needless to say this is the most
meaningful message not only for historians but also

for any of our contemporaries.

(W& Fwnbsr) - RATILAHEHAR)

(Routledge, 2006, xiii + 121 p.)
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