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Review Essay by Sophus Reinert, Harvard University
Elizabeth Cross’s meticulous new study of the final French East India Company is a welcome and unusually timely contribution in our age of renewed ideological upheaval. With a fine analytical comb and enviable archival stamina, she has uncovered the company’s complex role in shaping French domestic as well as imperial policies and conditions. Though Cross sketches the earlier incarnations of the company from the era of Jean-Baptiste Colbert through the system of John Law, her focus is squarely on the experiences of the Grande Compagnie des Indes in the wake of the Seven Years’ War, from the 1760s to the 1780s, a formative period during which France had to navigate not just local sovereigns with varying degrees of autonomy and capacity, but also a victorious and increasingly marauding British Empire. The conclusion, which serves as a fitting coda, adumbrates the Nouvelle Compagnie des Indes and its increasingly undead existence all the way to the last shareholder assembly meeting on May 15, 1875 (p. 172), incidentally the day in which the new Constitutional Law was passed solidifying the Third French Republic. As Guillaume Thomas François Raynal once noted, “the company was,” despite many people’s best efforts, “curiously difficult to be rid of” (p. 36).
In examining the tumultuous affairs of the various companies, Cross skillfully navigates between the Scylla of antiquarianism and the Charybdis of invoking a usable past. Her work succeeds, I mean, in being both historically rigorous and relevant to contemporary concerns.[1] But perhaps not always in ways she herself intended. Company Politics rightly observes, for example, how “economic policies vacillated between regimes in the revolutionary decade and those that followed” (p. 173). It is striking that precisely such a regime change seems to have occurred between the time Cross wrote and published her book. When she warns of projecting “present-day notions of economic freedom” onto an unsuspecting “late eighteenth century” (p. 8), it is hard for a contemporary reader not to sense that her “present day” seems already in the past. Mark Twain may never actually have said “history doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes,” yet in terms of the history of political economy it is hard to avoid making similar pronouncements these days. When Keynesianism lost momentum in the quagmire of 1970s stagflation, few doubted that the “Neoliberalism” championed by the likes of Milton Friedman and Ronald Reagan resonated with the classical liberalism of the pre-world war era (hence the “neo”).[2] Similarly, it is hard to ignore that the mood of our current moment—with its trade wars, proxy wars, and real wars; not to mention our endless reliance on martial metaphors for international competition, be they cultural or technological—echoes yet again both David Hume’s notion of “Jealousy of Trade” and Gustav von Schmoller’s definition of “Mercantilism” as “state policy in economic matters.”[3] The past may be a foreign country, but continental drift seems to have brought this particular history closer to our shores than many might have expected even just a few years ago.
According to Global Trade Alert, formerly of the University of St. Gallen, Switzerland, no less than 2,492 new discriminatory trade interventions have been registered between January and early October 2024, the most common justification for them being strategic competitiveness. By comparison, the 2009 total, when the new (old) trend towards interventionism had just begun in the wake of the global financial crisis, was 225. This year has also seen 780 liberalizing measures, suggesting we are indeed witnessing a period of friendshoring and the formation of new blocs rather than autarkic deglobalization. The world of ever-liberalizing globalization in which most of us grew up is now best contemplated in the rear-view mirror.[4] A renewed debate over the virtues and vices of what Joan Robinson dubbed “beggar-my-neighbour” solutions for unemployment is already here, and probably not going away again anytime soon.[5]
At the same time, as states are becoming more economically active, the size and reach of corporations continues to expand. In his 1952 American Capitalism, ambassador and Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith could effortlessly theorize around a post-imperial world made up of sovereign states harboring businesses within them that, in turn, employed workers.[6] Today, the nature of sovereignty—in the Schmittian sense of being able to decide on the exception in any given geography—and the relationship of national to corporate power is vastly more complex and refracted.[7] In this too our era has more in common with early modern realities than with the idealized paradigms of the post-war period. In practice, the entanglements of corporate sovereignty—a “Kraken” alternative to the “Leviathan” state, as I’ve suggested elsewhere [8]—never went away, particularly not in the Global South, and scholars are paying much greater attention to these dynamics than they used to. The past decade has tellingly experienced an efflorescence of historical studies of company states, perhaps most influentially Philip J. Stern’s work on the British East India Company State, of which Cross observes that the French version “became a paltry simulacre”(p. 91).[9] In parallel, scholars and practitioners alike are now pondering what the right relationship between private and public ought to be in the evolving space economy—a new frontier already worth, in a perhaps optimistic 2023 valuation, an estimated $546 billion.[10] So whether we are thinking of the early modern past, our global present, or our inter-global future, the relationship between states and corporations is much less neatly defined than it was not so long ago.
From Cross’s perspective, this situation is anything but surprising. Allusively riffing on Kantorowicz’s conception of a medieval king’s “two bodies,” one physical and mortal, one symbolic and immortal, Cross presents the French East India Company’s “two bodies,” its dual identity as both a private for-profit corporation and a public instrument of French imperial and colonial ambitions.[11] Although they sometimes overlapped, or worked in synergy, each half of this identity had distinct goals to achieve and its own challenges to overcome. The Company’s public identity predominates in Cross’s investigation, especially in the book’s early chapters, which mix grand diplomatic and military history with the inside baseball of domestic political debates, where she lays out French policymakers’ attempts to align with Indian powers like the Sultan of Mysore in order to undermine British influence in the region only to find France precariously positioned between these ambitious and uncontrollable forces, the “Tiger” and the “Colossus.” Chapter Five shifts the attention more to the Company’s private identity with its brilliant reconstruction of financial mismanagement, shareholder turmoil, and rapidly diminishing credit and credibility. In Chapter Six, French Revolutionary politics transform the frame of public and private debate about the relationship between public and private enterprise, the nature of corporate governance, and the role of commercial monopolies in an egalitarian republic.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6][bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK7]Cross opens her account with a bang: the execution of general Thomas Arthur, comte de Lally, for his losses against British forces in India. His crime? Treason against the King and the Compagnie des Indes. As an indignant Voltaire, himself a shareholder, asked, “how can one commit treason against a corporation? Could a corporation, in turn, commit treason itself?” (p. 1).  More than 250 years later, it remains a pregnant question. Cross’s main interest is in the tension between the French state’s economic objectives and the company’s commercial practices. She skillfully traces the development of the company from a time during the Seven Years War (1756-1763) when, as a “public actor,” it could be the victim of treason, through its practical demise with the loss of its monopoly powers in 1769, to its resurrection with new monopoly privileges in 1785, to a moment when, as a reconstituted “private actor,” it could itself commit treason in the wake of the French Revolution (p. 3). Companies like the French East India Companies were born from “commercial reason of state,” and, in Edmund Burke’s famous formulation, acted as a “state in the guise of a merchant,” threatening an “Imperium in imperio” (p. 2). To Cross’s eyes, it represented a form of political economy that outlasted even the long-abiding French East India Company (e.g., p. 177).
Truth be told, the company had always been an unhappy sort of chimera, “a ‘business of state,’” Cross notes, “where neither business nor state interests were satisfied with their mutual bargain” (p. 13). Even after the establishment of the new, reformed version of the Compagnie Perpétuelle des Indes in 1785, continued to operate on the “conceit of a theorized separation between commerce and sovereignty that foundered on the ground in India” (p. 83). Cross fearlessly ventures into the resulting liminality. Like some of the best recent work on the history of French political economy, she abandons a Schumpeterian emphasis on coherent economic analysis to fully embrace the messiness and entanglement of worldly political economy—subject not merely to the dictates of pragmatism and expedience but also to “petty, often vicious, ministerial politics” (p. 60).[12] Far from the enlightened application of abstract theory, political economy amounted to “inconsistent economic policies that decreed monopolies, prohibition, or deregulation according to political, military, fiscal, or diplomatic needs, not those of merchant actors” (p. 80). Rather than emphasizing the resulting “ideological inconsistency,” however, Cross approaches the debates and policies as signs of “the state’s constant revision of commercial strategies in a volatile geopolitical context” (p. 8). No one seemed immune to this, not even groups habitually considered to be more dogmatic and theoretically pure like the Physiocrats. Quite at odds with their nominally peace-loving, free-trading brand of economism, Cross even uncovers instances of “curiously Physiocratic militarism” (p. 153, also p. 54).
Though collaboration also characterized economic relations between early modern powers, the world remained deeply antagonistic at the time. As an envoy of Tipu Sultan, ruler of Mysore, warned the French, “You want to be merchants, but in the current state of things, one cannot be so without having territorial [power] in Indostan. As long as your enemies are lords there, your commerce will be nothing” (p. 106). Or, as the Dutch officer of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) and twice Governor-General of the East Indies Jan Pieterszoon Coen had already put it in a letter to the Board of Directors of the Dutch East India Company in 1614, “From experience, your lordships ought to know very well that in India, trade is driven and maintained under the protection and favor of your weapons, just as the weapons are furnished from the profits of trade, in such wise that trade cannot be maintained without war, nor war without trade.”[13] So much for trade as a perennial engine of perpetual peace. Indeed, as Cross notes in a discussion of the fateful 1790 debates about the company’s future, “advocates of doux commerce appeared few and far between. Only the philosophically minded Destutt de Tracy admitted that he did not agree that ‘merchants should be masters and conquerors’” (p. 138).
Cross’s detailed account of the Company’s experiences in India, all the way to its crisis during the French Revolution, offers at the same time nothing less than a warts-and-all reconstruction of eighteenth-century political economy. Reforming its charter and rechristening its ships, the company—like so many others, then and now—eventually collapsed under the weight of scandal, corruption, and conspiracy. Though the company may not ever have been the equal of its British and Dutch counterparts, Cross convincingly argues that it nonetheless pointed in the direction of our uncertain present: “French imperial actors sought ways of reaping the benefits of colonial trade without having to bear the burden of administration costs,” an “empire without sovereignty”—and a “forerunner of later approaches to empire, revealing the continuities of imperial strategies and practices before and after the French Revolution” (pp. 177-178). What Cross shows in practice had already been elaborated in theory at the time, for example in the posthumously published writings of the Welsh Major-General Henry Lloyd (1718-1783), and there can be no doubt that it has cast a long shadow since.[14] Company Politics thus aligns well with Pernille Røge’s recent emphasis on the importance of charting continuities beyond or across chronological chasms like that represented by the revolutionary rupture (p. 17), and it does much to bridge the divide between the worlds of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the early modern and the modern.[15]
This is a rich and rewarding book written with remarkable economy and craft. Sometimes, though, its sharpness and concision might be too much of a good thing. Cross frequently lands rhetorical zingers that left this reader begging for further analysis. “Liberalization,” she notes in passing, “was thinkable in venues where France was politically and economically ascendant, and reason of state prevailed where France was marginalized by rivals” (pp. 35-36). It has long been observed that more historically-informed, interventionist policies have been the bread and butter of latecomer economies, but does she mean to actively contribute to a literature on the politics of creating comparative advantages, or is it just an artful aside?[16] Similarly, her note that the new commercial regime augured by the American Revolution “was a doctrine of free-trade imperialism where imperial power would be used to create free trade, not vice versa” merits further elaboration (p. 57). And in our day and age, when scholars and laypeople alike increasingly believe that growth and capitalism are quintessentially based on empire and exploitation, Cross’s factual statement that “the maintenance and reconstruction of military garrisons, ships, and fortifications in Pondicherry alone cost more than five times [the] total annual revenue from the colony” seems to beg for extrapolation (p. 88). The desire for such analyses is a simple testament to the seriousness and importance of Cross’s work, which, in inviting a more careful consideration of some of the most cherished Shibboleths of political economy, helps us better understand not only our past but our shared present. As is evident from cases as disparate as Firestone’s concessions in early twentieth-century Liberia and China’s “party-state capitalism” today, Raynal was right: there is no such thing as an “entirely mercantile interest” (p. 74).[17] Money is never neutral, and, as Cross reminds us, economics cannot but be political in practice. This is a very costly lesson to relearn. And it is a lesson we should never have forgotten.
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