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Review Essay by Felicia Gottmann, Northumbria University
This is a wonderful book. The clarity of its prose and argument, its archival richness, and its command over the secondary literature make for a truly enjoyable read. It is also a timely book. It comes at a time of fierce political clashes about capitalism, protectionism, and neoliberalism, at a moment when the “political” is returning to “political economy” with a vengeance, and when the historical foundations of western capitalism have become a matter of scholarly and public debate, ranging from the legacies of slavery to the origins of inequality. 
Most reviewers are sadly predictable creatures. They try to prove their mettle – or show that they paid attention – by pointing out minor quibbles, and they then focus on their own interests.[1] I am just as predictable: as somebody currently working on a comparative and connected history of Europe’s various East India Companies but originally trained in the literary history of ideas and with an enduring interest in Enlightenment political economy, that is of course what I will do. Two key terms that reappear regularly in this book are “the revolution of India” and “reason of state.” I will briefly comment on the first and then spend a little more time on the latter, before finishing with some broader reflections on the particularity – or lack of it – of the Nouvelle Compagnie.
Revolution of India
“The revolution of India” is one of the books’ key terms, indeed a chapter title. As the author points out, it was an enduring preoccupation of eighteenth-century Europeans. Given this centrality, Cross might have given a little more attention to the concept of revolution itself, which in this period and context gained its modern connotations. Kosellek’s Begriffsgeschichte (Conceptual History) of the term revolution, if perhaps well-known and old fashioned, could have been a helpful starting point for readers. More fitting, but sadly still awaiting publication of its English translation, is Sven Trakulhun’s Asiatische Revolutionen. Building inter alia on Osterhammel and Koselleck, Trakulhun shows how the European concept of revolution (which evolved from the cyclical movement of stars to encompass violent political upheaval and eventually became central to the definition of Western political modernity and civilizational progress) grew out of a changing European understanding of Asia. Asia, once depicted as a dynamic and revolution-prone region, was redefined as a static and backward one: a precondition for the justification of European colonial rule.[2]   
Reason of State
Another key term in the book is “reason of state.” It occurs several dozen times but is never clearly defined. Cross points to the work of Hont, Skinner, and Soll, and argues that Colbert, “as a mercantilist archetype” was usually identified with the concept of “commercial reason of state” (p. 187). The term reason of state strikes me as an odd choice since it is neither an actor’s concept nor a clearly analytical one. It was certainly not a term contemporaries would have comfortably used, given the vilification of Machiavelli with whom the term is most closely associated. As Voltaire and Frederick II’s Anti-Machiavel made clear, states and rulers had (at least profess) to serve what they termed “the general good.”[3] Cross has a wonderful command over the sources produced by the many theorists, politicians, and pamphleteers she cites. But while they all proclaimed to have the state’s best interests at heart, they would have used the terms le bien commun, le bien général and, much less frequently, le bien de l’état, which they opposed to particular interests.[4] 
Reason of state is most commonly understood as shorthand for immoral (or at least amoral) political expediency empowering the prince. Since eighteenth-century France was not a personal or absolute monarchy as imagined in Machiavelli or enacted by Frederick II, the power in question would have to be either for particular politicians or for the more abstract concepts of the state or the nation. That appears to be how it is used most frequently in this book: reason of state becomes a catch-all term for old regime power politics and often a shorthand for the type of mercantilism identified with Colbert’s “commercial reason of state,” defined here as the use of economic policy to grow state revenue (p. 2 and notes). Cross is clear that neither mercantilism nor liberalism were coherent systems at the time, and yet there is some slippage by which reason of state becomes the antithesis of reform and Enlightenment economic liberalism. It is linked to the defence of privilege (pp. 17-18) and opposed to “economic utility” and “liberty” (pp. 31 and 36). It thereby becomes dangerously close to the misrepresentation of mercantilism by contemporary liberals (the Physiocrats and Adam Smith) who invented the concept as a straw man against which to pit their own systems of thought. 
Yet the Physiocrats, like all other thinkers, writers, and lobbyists, would claim that their ultimate goal was the general good. So where does reason of state sit with this? And where does the Company sit with reason of state? Morellet was repeatedly commissioned by the state, in the guise of the Controller General among others, to point out that East India monopolies were against the general interest. His opponents, Necker first and foremost among them, defended the monopoly company on the basis of what Cross calls reason of state arguments: financial and diplomatic objectives that increased France’s standing. And yet Necker (and Melon) did so in the name of “a pressing sense of national ‘interest’” (p. 35). Indeed, reason of state and national interest become conflated: both the Vergennes-Dupont and the Castries-Necker factions appear to act on reason of state / national interest motives: “The reasons of state for which the Company was needed – war or peace – was the only point on which they differed” (p. 64). By the same token, nationalism and reason of state are one and the same in the French Revolution: “deputies overwhelmingly articulated their arguments either for or against the Company in the language of reason of state (or revolutionary nationalism)” (p. 134).
It is then unclear what the opposite of reason of state might be. Economic growth or utility for its own sake perhaps? That seems the most likely answer. The eighteenth century was a time of political economy but before economics. Economics remained a tool of politics as this book coherently points out. One of its primary findings is “a vision of French political economy that was more political than economic, in which calculations of economic utility counted for little in the face of diplomatic or cultural considerations” (p. 9).
That in itself, I would argue, is entirely coherent and could simply be termed political economy tout court rather than reason of state. While all actors at the time could disagree on the means, they would in principle agree that their common objective was the general good – at least in their discourse and as an ideal, though not of course in their actual private motives. Both Necker and Morellet would agree that the economy (or to use a less anachronistic term, le commerce) existed to serve the general good and, through that, the state, whose aim was the good of the nation. Morellet would advocate for national prosperity, in the classic vein of Enlightenment political economy from Voltaire to Hume, as the antidote to barbarity, ignorance, and superstition, or, as John Robertson puts it, a means of “advancing the causes and conditions of human betterment in this world.”[5] Necker, as Cross argues, “identified prestige and grandeur with the national interest” (p. 34). Like the Parlement of Paris, he considered the French Indies project part of a Colbertine vision for the grandeur and global standing of France. And yet Colbert was precisely also the hero of the Voltairean Enlightenment faction that advocated for economic growth to foster wellbeing and thereby civilizational advancement. Gournay also invoked Colbert as a role model. Indeed, most economic debates in France, whether about the 1759 lifting of the Calico ban, or ten years later about the abolition of the India company’s monopoly, saw writers from all sides attempt to reclaim the mantle of Colbert.
Colbert was such a polyvalent figure precisely because his empirical and pragmatic mix-and-match approach to fostering economic growth eschewed any fixed ideology: he combined infant industry protection, monopolies and privileges with freedom and competition. Indeed, as Cross justly points out, before the invention of nineteenth- and twentieth-century liberalism, there simply was no coherent economic ideology. I would argue that it did start to emerge with the Physiocrats, a sect as Voltaire called them, whose semi-religious convictions Cross portrays well in this book. But it was only later, when political economy became economics, when economic growth ceased to be a means and became an end in itself, and when liberalism became not a tool but a credo and ideology, that it would make sense to divorce economic utility from reason of state.
One Company Amongst Many
It is one of the book’s many merits that it takes into account the inextricable intertwinement of the French company with its international equivalents, the English East India Company (EIC) most notably amongst them. Cross is absolutely right to outline the uneasy coexistence of both rivalry and collaboration with the British. Predictably, I would have liked even more attention to the relationship with other actors apart from the EIC and Indian princes. The Dutch East India Company (VOC), which remained the largest of all European East India Companies even in the eighteenth century, does feature in the book, but might have deserved a little more space.
It is undoubtedly true that the British in India were France’s first and foremost preoccupation. As Cross succinctly points out, with their brutal attempts to control the local weavers they also became the greatest obstacle to all other Europeans in what was the most lucrative part of the India trade: the Bengali textile trade. But both the British and the French companies and private traders who collaborated and fought with them and each other were also part of a much wider ecosystem of smaller companies and non-company networks, both European, Indian, Jewish, Muslim, and Armenian. The nice example that Cross gives of the French Crown and Company official, Moracin, himself channelling British remittances from Bengal via Pondicherry (p. 88) is typical. To properly appreciate the remittances trade, we need to understand its wider context. Crucial here were both the China trade, whose profits were increasingly made from British Indian opium imports, and remittances via the smaller Swedish and Danish companies whose operations and profits were inextricably intertwined with the former.[6]
Nor was such cross-company collaboration and dependency confined to Asia. Even though they were most publicly attacked for it, the directors of the Nouvelle Compagnie were not the only ones to buy at the auctions of other European companies. Networks of East India Company traders who were also members – and even directors – of their own national companies, regularly bought and sold East India goods across national boundaries.[7] Despite all the laws and protests against it, networks of labour, expertise and finance crossed national boundaries. Merchants, sailors, captains, and shareholders worked for, traded with, and invested in multiple national monopoly companies at the same time. Cross is clearly aware of this and nicely points out the inherent contradiction that arose when such capitalist transnational institutions worked in, depended on, and supported national statist structures. This only functioned as part of “mutually beneficial quid pro quo arrangements inherent to the patrimonial state” and was in clear opposition to emerging modern understandings of corruption and public and private (p. 12). This topic has been the focus of much of the recent literature on the EIC and it is the book’s greatest achievement to show how central this was also to French politics. 
The mixture of the “patrimonial model” with a stronger merchant voice than what Cross finds in the Calonne Company (p. 67), was in fact typical of all East India Companies. It was perhaps their defining feature that they all interlinked private mercantile and state interests with an ever-changing mix of risks and benefits for both sides. They were all inextricably intertwined with state finance and their directorships always comprised both merchants and office holders. Like the Nouvelle Compagnie, all such companies drew on international finance. The degree varied per company and over time. In their early years, all companies depended more on foreign mercantile and marine know-how, and the smaller Danish, Habsburg, Swedish, and Prussian East India Companies remained in many respects more transnational than the bigger French, British or Dutch Companies. But even the VOC drew the majority of its soldiers and sailors from abroad: by the eighteenth century nearly half of all sailors and up to three-quarters of its soldiers were foreign, while in the early 1760s more than one-third of EIC shareholders were located abroad.[8]
One might then ask how different or unique the French companies were. This is not a question that this book pursues, and that is fair enough: it explores the role of the company for and in France and her imperial politics and keeping sight of this objective is one of its strengths. Still, I particularly appreciated the author pointing to the many broad similarities of the French case with the EIC, which is especially valuable in view of a historiography that simply will not die and which pits Protestant, capitalist, and modern companies (read the VOC and EIC) against Catholic, statist, and corporatist ones.[9] Therefore, perhaps my most favorite point in the book is Cross’s finding that when the French and British Companies faced the same imperial crisis they opted for opposite solutions: the EIC for old-fashioned statism and government oversight and the Nouvelle Compagnie for a modern “empire of free trade approach” which attempted a clear state-market separation (p. 11).
In practice, Cross finds, this solution did not work: in the East India trade, commerce and imperial sovereignty could not be separated. Except they could be, as the counterexample of the smaller East India Companies shows. And this is where at least a short comparison with the China trade and with the smaller East India Companies could be helpful. China, which limited all European trade to the highly regulated and confined environment of Canton, offered a level playing field in which European sovereignty simply was not possible. This made it particularly attractive for the trade of smaller nations, be they Swedish, Belgian, Prussian, or American. As Cross notes, the situation was very different in eighteenth-century India. A few decades before the French attempts to trade without empire, the Swedish had found it impossible to escape the bullying of the larger companies who had the naval and military might to keep out rivals from trading in India: after one dramatically failed attempt in the 1730s, later known as “the Porto Novo” incident, they gave up the idea of trading directly with India.[10] Similarly, in the 1750s, the Prussians found it difficult to conduct trade in India without imperial oversight to police their own agents.[11] And yet the Ostend Company and the Danish Asiatic Company did trade in India. And while both maintained official bases from which to conduct their operations, it would be difficult to see these as any manner of imperialist outpost.
However, even in these small, purely commercial companies that held neither sovereignty nor imperial delusions of grandeur, the intertwinement of the companies with their home states was such that they could not be separated. While the Swedish and Danish companies benefitted particularly from their home state’s policies of neutrality during the major wars of the eighteenth century which saw their trade and profits soar, the Habsburg Ostend and Prussian Emden Companies faltered in the late 1720s and 1750s respectively due to what Cross would undoubtedly call reason of state politics. Charles VI agreed to abolish the Ostend Company in exchange for international recognition of his Pragmatic Sanction according to which his daughter, Maria Theresia, would be permitted to inherit the Habsburg throne. The Prussian companies meanwhile fell victim to Frederick II’s aggressive territorial ambitions, when his involvement in the Seven Years’ War led to the occupation of Emden. In other words, in all these cases it was the political in political economy that proved decisive, and it is one of this book’s greatest merits that it provides such an acute analysis of this interrelationship.
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