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1 

Introduction  
 
 
 
1.1.  Introduction and b ackground  

 
This master thesis deals with the relationship between economic and religious thought in the 

seventeenth century. More specifically, it examines a thesis based on the work of the Canadian 

political philosopher Charles Taylor (b. 1931). This ȬTaylor thesisȭ, in short, is that the coming to be 

of economics as a science at the end of the eighteenth century was prepared to a significant extent 

by innovations in seventeenth-century economic thought which, in turn, were considerably 

influenced by changes within Christian thought. So Taylor suggests a connection, be it an indirect 

one, between seventeenth-century religious thought and the emergence of economics as a science. 

As we will see, this connection pertains to new views of divine providence in the economic realm. 

Whereas Taylorȭs thesis may be an original contribution (something we of course still have to 

determine), the field of research in which he engages himself as a non-historian of economics is 

certainly not new. Nowadays the historical relationship between economic and religious thought 

(henceforth: history of economic and religious thought) is one of the mainstream subjects of the 

history of economic thought. Before proceeding to a further introduction  to Taylorȭs ideas, it may 

therefore be useful to dwell on the history of economic and religious thought discipline a little 

longer. By doing so, I provide a background to this thesis as well as a motivation why it focuses on 

the seventeenth century. 

The history of economic and religious thought is for the most part a twentieth-century 

affair. Looking back over this century, it is not farfetched to speak of an increasing attention among 

historians of economics for the role of religion in their discipline. In the last few decades several 

conferences1 have been organized on this subject and several book collections2 have been 

published, not to mention individu al books and articles. Unfortunately, to my knowledge there is 

nothing written on the current state of research. It is not difficult, though, to discern some general 

research trends. Generally speaking, in the first half of the twentieth century scholars were 

concerned with the share of religion in the rise of capitalism, in the 1950s their focus shifted to the 

relationship between medieval theology and economic thought and since the 1970s their efforts 

centre on the role of religion in classical economics. A fourth relatively uncultivated research area, 

of which Robert Nelson is currently the only representative, is economics as religion. This area, 

which is unrelated to economics of religion and clearly influenced by Deirdre McCloskeyȭs 

rhetorical approach to economics, conceives of twentieth-century economics as a religion itself and 

accordingly explores its theological foundations.3 But for now, let us focus on the first three 

research areas and discuss them in somewhat more detail. 

                                                           
1  Bradley Bateman & Spencer Banzhaf (eds.), Keeping Faith, Losing Faith: Religious Belief and Political Economy 

(Durham/ London: Duke University Press, 2008); Paul Oslington (ed.), Adam Smith as Theologian (London/ New York: 

Routledge, 2011). 
2  H. Geoffrey Brennan & Anthony M.C. Waterman (eds.), Economic and Religion: Are They Distinct? 

(Boston/ Dordrecht/ London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1994); James M. Dean & Anthony M.C. Waterman (eds.), 

Religion and Economics: Normative Social Theory (Boston/ Dordrecht/ London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1999); Paul 

Oslington (ed.), Economics and Religion (Cheltenham/ Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2003); Ian R. Harper & Samuel Gregg 

(eds.), Christian Theology and Market Economics (Cheltenham/ Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2008). 
3  Robert H. Nelson, Economics as Religion. From Samuelson to Chicago and Beyond (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2001). 
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The main driver of the historiography of economic and religious thought at the beginning 

of the twentieth century may have been the German Historical School and its Ȭmemberȭ Max Weber 

in particular. As the name of this school of economic thought already suggests, it understood the 

history of economics as the main source of economic knowledge and moreover stressed the 

importance of studying the economy historically as a part of a broader culture. Weber was the first 

to suggest a historical relationship between religion and the rise of capitalism in his famous article 

ȬDie protestantische Ethik und die Geist des Kapitalismusȭ.4 He argued that the Protestant 

Reformation in the sixteenth century was not a result of the rise of capitalism, as a Marxist 

explanation would suggest, but rather made it possible. His main thesis, which came to be known as 

the ȬWeber thesisȭ, was that the ethical ideas of ascetic Protestantism and Calvinism and Puritanism 

in particular encouraged and even rationalized a Geist des Kapitalismus in which the making of 

money by acquisition is seen as the ultimate purpose of life. Although the justification of the 

unlimited pursuit of wealth was not an explicit ethical doctrine of Protestant theology, it was 

nevertheless an unforeseen and probably unwished by-product of what Weber calls the Protestant 

work ethic. Ȱ4ÈÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÔÌÅÓÓȟ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓȟ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÁÔÉÃ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ Á ×ÏÒÌÄÌÙ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇȟ ÁÓ 

the highest means to asceticism, and at the same time the surest and most evident proof of rebirth 

and genuine faitÈȱȟ ÈÅ summarizesȟ ȰÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÁÂÌÅ ÌÅÖÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÏÆ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍȱȢ5  

With his essay, Weber aroused a lively debate on the relationship between economic 

thought and religion, especially in the first half of the twentieth century.6 Werner Sombart, another 

member of the Historical School, questioned Weberȭs thesis and argued for a major role of Judaism 

in the rise of capitalism in his Die Juden und das Wirtschaftsleben.7 It was Jewish traders excluded 

from the medieval guilds, Sombart argued, who tried to replace the medieval commercial system 

with the unlimited competition of modern capitalism. Others endeavored to correct and 

supplement the Weber thesis itself. Richard Tawney in his Religion and the Rise of Capitalism agreed 

with Weber that Protestant theology allowed for a sanctification of the economic, but as well 

emphasized the reverse influence of economic and social changes on theological ideas.8 As was to 

be expected that someone would defend Catholicism, Amintore Fanfani published Cattolicesimo e 

Protestantesimo nella Formazione Storica del Capitalismo in which he traced the origins of 

capitalism to the late ȬCatholicȭ Middle Ages.9 Weber himself ceased his research into the 

relationship between Protestantism and capitalism when his colleague Ernst Troeltsch began to 

write his Die Soziallehren der christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen.10 This seminal work covers the 

social teaching of the Christian churches from the early church until the nineteenth century and as 

such provided a comparative analysis of religious and economic thought. 

From about the 1950s, historians of economics began to shed new light on medieval or 

scholastic economic thought. It goes without saying that this is another type of research into 

religion and economics, for economic thought was then still a branch of moral theology. Against the 

spirit of his times and perhaps under influence of Weber, Joseph Schumpeter in his History of 

                                                           
4  -ÁØ 7ÅÂÅÒȟ Ȭ$ÉÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔÉÓÃÈÅ %ÔÈÉË ÕÎÄ ÄÉÅ 'ÅÉÓÔ ÄÅÓ +ÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍÕÓȭȟ Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik , vols. 

20-21 (1904). 
5  Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism ɉ.Å× 9ÏÒËȡ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ 3ÃÒÉÂÎÅÒȭÓ 3ÏÎÓȟ ρωσπɊȟ ÐȢ ρχςȢ 
6  For an overview of relevant literature see *ÏÈÎ (Ȣ -ÕÎÒÏȟ ȬThe Weber-Tawney thesis: Protestantism & the rise of 

ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍȭȟ Ѓwww.economics.utoronto.ca/munro5/ProtCap2.htm> (2000, visited in August 2011). 
7  Werner Sombart, Die Juden und das Wirtschaftsleben (Leipzig: Duncker, 1911). Transl. as The Jews and Modern Capitalism 

(Boston: E.P. Dutton, 1913). 
8  Richard H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism. A Historical Study ɉ,ÏÎÄÏÎȡ *Ȣ -ÕÒÒÁÙȟ ρωςφɊȢ #ÆȢ ÈÉÓ Ȭ2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÉØÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÖÅÎÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÉÅÓȭȟ Journal of Political Economy, vol. 31 

(1923), no. 4, pp. 461-493, no. 5, pp. 637-674, no. 6, pp. 804-825. 
9  Amintore Fanfani, Cattolicesimo e Protestantesimo nella Formazione Storica del Capitalismo (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1934). 

Transl. as Catholicism, Protestantism, and Capitalism (London: Sheed & Ward, 1935). 
10 Ernst Troeltsch, Die Soziallehren der christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen (Tübingen: Mohr, 1912). Transl. as The Social 

Teachings of the Christian Churches (London/ New York: George Allen & Unwin/ MacMillan, 1931). 
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Economics Analysis included an extensive discussion of scholastic economic thought and sociology 

and its bearing on Christian theology. In the book hÅ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÅÁÓÅ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ 

of the doctors absorbed all the phenomena of nascent capitalism and ȣ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÓÏ 

×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ Á ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃÁÌ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÏÒÓȟ ÎÏÔ ÅØÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ !Ȣ 3ÍÉÔÈȱȢ11 Together with 

Raymond de Roover and Marjorie Grice-Hutchinson among others,12 Schumpeter not only argued 

that the medieval contributions to theories of price, value, property, etcetera were highly 

significant, but remained influential well into the modern age too. Despite a demise of scholastic 

economic thought at the end of the Middle Ages, for example visible in the unceasing attacks on the 

usury doctrine and the rise of lay literature on economic questions, scholastic views of value and 

price would continue to exert influence. They for example suggested that there more or less runs a 

line of scholastic economic thought from Thomas Aquinas to Adam Smith via the work of the 

seventeenth-century natural-law philosophers and Smithȭs teacher Francis Hutcheson. 

In roughly the last three decades of the twentieth century, historians of economics began to 

focus on the role and influence of religion in classical economics. Most of their publications either 

concern Adam Smith, Robert Malthus or the so-called ȬChristian political economistsȭ. Earlier, Jacob 

Viner, who also published on scholastic economic thought and religion and the rise of capitalism, 

drew attention to the theological dimensions of Smithȭs work.13 He later declared that Smithȭs 

system of thought is not intelligible if one disregards the role he assigns in it to theological and 

teleological elements, such as the famous invisible hand. Many publications on Smithȭs Ȭsecretȭ and 

Ȭhiddenȭ theology by other authors followed. John Pullen similarly argued that Malthusȭs economic 

views cannot be divorced from its theological framework.14 Malthusȭs synthesis of Christian 

theology and economics is now widely discussed too. Salim Rashid, in turn, portrayed the 

theologian-economists Richard Whately and Thomas Chalmers as advocates of a ȬChristian political 

economyȭ, an idea that was worked out in much more detail by Anthony Waterman.15 Writers like 

Whately and Chalmers as well as William Paley, John Bird Sumner and Edward Copleston would 

have carried on Malthusȭs ideological alliance of political economy and Christian theology in a 

normative social theory. Since the key publications of Viner, Pullen, Rashid, Waterman and others, 

countless studies have been carried out on all sorts of theological influences on modern economic 

thought since the Enlightenment. 

 

1.2.  Problem  and motivation  

 

As the foregoing overview of existing literature on the history of economics and religion makes 

clear, there has been relatively less attention among historians of economics for their relationship 

in the seventeenth and first half of the eighteenth century. Admittedly, the debate surrounding the 

Weber thesis covered these centuries too, but its level of analysis was rather one of economic 

history or sociology than the history of economic thought. Weber et alii were basically concerned 

with the sociological relationship between religion and economic behavior, i.e. the question 

whether Christian theology and the economic teaching of the churches in fact resulted in particular 

                                                           
11 Joseph A. Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis (London: Allen & Unwin, 1982 [1954]), p. 94. 
12 %ȢÇȢ 2ÁÙÍÏÎÄ ÄÅ 2ÏÏÖÅÒȟ Ȭ3ÃÈÏÌÁÓÔÉÃ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȡ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÉØÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÔÏ !ÄÁÍ 3ÍÉÔÈȭ, 

Quarterly Journal of Economics, vol. 79, no. 2 (1955), pp. 161-190; Marjorie Grice-Hutchinson, The School of Salamanca, 

Readings in Spanish Monetary History, 1544-1605 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952). 
13 *ÁÃÏÂ 6ÉÎÅÒȟ Ȭ!ÄÁÍ 3ÍÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÉÓÓÅÚ ÆÁÉÒÅȭȟ Journal of Political Economy, vol. 35, no. 2 (1927), pp. 198-232. 
14 John Pullen, Ȭ-ÁÌÔÈÕÓȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ History of Political Economy, 

vol. 13, no. 1 (1981), pp. 39-54. 
15 3ÁÌÉÍ 2ÁÓÈÉÄȟ Ȭ2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ 7ÈÁÔÅÌÙ ÁÎÄ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÔ /ØÆÏÒÄ ÁÎÄ $ÕÂÌÉÎȭȟ Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 

38, no. 1 (1977), pp. 147-ρυυȠ !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ -Ȣ#Ȣ 7ÁÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÌÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÎÄ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ 

theology, 1798-ρψσσȭȟ Journal of Ecclesiastical History, vol. 34, no. 2 (1983), pp. 231-244; Waterman, Revolution, Economics 

& Religion. Christian Political Economy 1798-1833 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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economic actions. A question that they did not examine was how Christian thought influenced 

economic ideas that eventually resulted in the emergence of economics as a science.  

This thesis is aimed at filling that gap by offering a modest contribution to the research into 

a part of this neglected period, the seventeenth century. The seventeenth century is an interesting 

period for several reasons. From an intellectual perspective, economics was then still part of a 

broader inquiry into the foundations of society. In fact, economics as such did not exist and was a 

branch of moral philosophy, which together with politics and law was still under serious influence 

of Christian theology. In other words, the relationship between economic and religious thought was 

not accidental but a direct consequence of the way knowledge was organized. From an economic 

perspective, in this period some important foundations were laid for the emerging science of 

economics, as several authors have stressed.16 From a religious perspective, finally, this period falls 

between the ȬChristianȭ Middle Ages and what has been called the Ȱage of secularizationȱ, that is, the 

nineteenth century. Although there was certainly talk of secularization of economic thought in the 

seventeenth century, there was still a substantial religious influence. These few observations, I 

believe, motivate our period of interest sufficiently. 

As the title and subtitle of this thesis indicate, it is not my aim to examine the seventeenth-

century connection between economic and religious thought in general. Such a comprehensive 

topic would require much more research. This master thesis is limit ed to the examination of what I 

call the ȬTaylor thesisȭ. I will explain it here briefly. According to Taylor, religious or Ȱspiritualȱ 

factors were just as important for the rise of Ȱthe economicȱ as material and political ones. For him, 

this rise includes an increasing appreciation of the economic dimension of human life, the economic 

function of political society and ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ Ȱa new kind of objectifying social scienceȱȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ 

political economy. At the end of the eighteenth century, this new valuation of the economic resulted 

in the birth of political economy as a science Ȱ×ÉÔÈ !ÄÁÍ 3ÍÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 0ÈÙÓÉÏÃÒÁÔÓȱ. The 

independent science of the economic aspect of social existence was grounded on two innovative 

notions, namely the possibility to isolate an economic domain in reality and the view of the 

economy as a self-regulating system. Both of these notions, Taylor argues, were prepared in 

seventeenth-century economic thought under influence of changes in Christian theology.  

Firstly, as Taylor argues in his Sources of the Self, the isolation of an economic domain 

would have been unthinkable without a Protestant Ȱsanctification of ordinary lifeȱ. This innovation 

in economic thought cannot merely ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙȟ ÂÕÔ ȰÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÖÁÌÕÅ 

put on this dimenÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÆÉÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÌÉÆÅȱȢ17 Since this idea of 

Taylor closely resembles the Weber thesis, it will receive less attention in this master thesis. 

Secondly, the notion of a self-regulating economy was inspired by a new conception of divine 

providence, as argued for in A Secular Age.18 Under influence of the seventeenth-century natural-

law philosophers such as Hugo Grotius and John Locke, Godȭs order of nature came to be seen as an 

economically-centered one, designed for the here and now and intended to serve the economic 

prosperity of mankind. This religious legitimation of the economy, Taylor argues, must have been 

an important factor for the promotion of the economic to its central place in society. It not only gave 

rise to theories of political economy but as well introduced concepts like order, nature and law of 

nature in economic thought. It is moreover reflected in the discovery of the economy as a self-

ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ȰÁ prime manifestation of the 

interlocking providential order of nature; it binds the productive, that is, those who follow the 

ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÖÏÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÍÕÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎ ÈÁÒÍÏÎÙȱȢ19 

                                                           
16 E.g. William Letwin, The Origins of Scientific Economics. English Economic Thought 1660-1776 (London: Methuen, 1963); 

Terence W. Hutchison, Before Adam Smith. The Emergence of Political Economy, 1662-1776 (Oxford/ New York: Basil 

Blackwell, 1988); Deborah A. Redman, The Rise of Political Economy as a Science. Methodology and the Classical Economists 

(Cambridge/ London: MIT Press, 1997). 
17 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self. The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 286. 
18 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge/ London: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
19 Taylor, Sources of the Self, p. 286. 
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What actually is divine providence? The providentia dei, with the official theological term, is 

a classic Christian doctrine. Although its origins can be traced to Judaism or even classical 

philosophy, the doctrine really developed in scholastic theology. The very idea of divine providence 

is hard to define, for it has many connotations.20 Sometimes ȬProvidenceȭ, written with a capital 

letter, simply refers to God and His divine wisdom. But divine providence mostly refers to Godȭs 

governance and ultimate ordering of the universe. In the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), an 

influenti al Protestant confessional document, the tenth question ȰWhat does thou mean by the 

providence of God?ȱ is answered as follows: ȰThe almighty and everywhere present power of God; 

whereby, as it were by his hand, he upholds and governs heaven, earth, and all creatures; so that 

herbs and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and barren years, meat and drink, health and sickness, 

riches and poverty, yea, and all things come, not by chance, ÂÕÔ ÂÅ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÌÙ ÈÁÎÄȱȢ Divine 

providence thus refers to Godȭs care for and governance of the universe, earth and mankind. To be 

clear, Roman Catholic interpretations of the doctrine are more or less similar. In this second 

meaning, divine providence comprises both Godȭs knowledge and power to govern. As the Latin 

providentia suggests, God is ascribed such a knowledge that he foresees (pro-videns) the future, on 

the one hand, and such a power that he is able to take precautionary measures (pro-videre) so as to 

exercise his care for his creation, on the other. In the early modern era, a further distinction was 

made between general or universal providence and special or particular providence. Whereas the 

former refers to God preservation and continuation of the world according to secondary causes 

such as the laws of nature that He established at the creation, the latter refers to Godȭs special care 

for His church and believers or His special manipulation or suppression of the laws of nature, for 

example in case of miracles.  

Now if we return to Taylorȭs ideas, the aim of this master thesis is to examine whether the 

Taylor thesis is tenable. For convenience, the Taylor thesis can be summarized as Ȱthe new 

economically-centered conception of divine providence shaped seventeenth-century economic 

thought and as such paved the way for the science of economics in the late eighteenth centuryȱ. The 

research question thus asks for the role of divine providence in seventeenth-century economic 

thought.  

A final note on the relevance of this research question. To my knowledge, the only book on 

this subject is Jacob Vinerȭs The Role of Providence in the Social Order (1972) .21 In this posthumously 

published book that is based on a series of lectures, Viner shows that ideas of divine providence 

played an important role in (early) modern economic thought. The fact that such religious ideas 

entered economic thought too is not surprising, for in the seventeenth and eighteenth century ȰÉÔ 

was for many men impossible to believe that God did not constantly have man in his providential 

care, and that the physical order of the cosmos was not one of the tools he had designed to serve 

ÔÈÁÔ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅȱȢ22 With the emergence of a conception of an independent socio-economic realm, 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ȰÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌÉÓÍȱ ÍÁÄÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÔÏÏȢ !Î ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ these 

emerging ideas of economic divine providence is that they were used to justify or attack economic 

views. Studying these arguments based on divine providence may therefore help to understand the 

history of economic thought better. 

 

 

 

                                                           
20 See for example Leslie Walkerȟ Ȭ$ÉÖÉÎÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȭȟ ÉÎ Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1911). 
21 Jacob Viner, The Role of Providence in the Social Order. An Essay in Intellectual History (Philadelphia: American 

Philosophical Society, 1972). According to the foreword, Viner planned to expand the lectures into a longer book in order 

to include the vast body of material that he had collected. So probably the manuscript could be located anywhere at 

Princeton University. 
22 Viner, Role of Providence, p. 19. Cf. Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1999), p. 2. 
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Figure 1 ɀ Ȭ!ÌÌÅÇÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ "ÁÒÂÅÒÉÎÉ pÏ×ÅÒȭ  

(1633-1639), fresco by Pietro da Cortona. 
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1.3.  Seventeenth-century economic  thought  

 

A difficult aspect of studying seventeenth-century economic thought is that this century is 

associated with so many Ȭrisesȭ. A glance at the secondary literature shows that there would have 

been a rise of political economy, capitalism, economic individualism and economic liberalism. The 

problem is exactly that these terms are somehow closely related but notoriously dif ficult  to define. 

Still an attempt to define them should be made here, since these terms do indeed capture essential 

aspects of seventeenth-century economics and will reappear in the remainder of this thesis.  

 Political economy, in the first place, is a usual term to denote seventeenth-century as well 

as eighteenth-century economic thought.23 The adjective Ȭpoliticalȭ signifies that it is the national 

equivalent of economics as household management (oikonomike or oeconomia), a meaning that 

persisted until t he middle of the eighteenth century. Political economy, in other words, is public 

administration or a policy-orientated view of the economy. Unlike many other terms in the history 

of economics, the term Ȭpolitical economyȭ is coined in the seventeenth century itself, namely in 

Antoine de Montchrestienȭs Traité de lȭeconomie politique (1615) or Théodore Turquet de 

Mayerneȭs La Monarchie Aristodémocratique (1611) . At any rate, political economy should not be 

confused with political economy as a science. Only ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÉÇÈÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ Á ȰÎÅ× 

mode of writing about economic questions had been established in many parts of Europe which 

was regarded by its practitioners a science - ÔÈÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȱȢ24 At the same time, 

the origins of scientific economics can be traced to seventeenth-century political economy and the 

subject matter of political economy as a science remained in part policy-orientated. 

 Capitalism, in the second place, designates a type of economic system, i.e. a way to deal 

with the economic problem of scarce means for survival. As Robert Heilbroner explains in his book 

The Worldly Philosophers, before the economic revolution in which capitalism gained ground this 

economic ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÁÓ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÔÁÃËÌÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÕÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÐ ÏÆ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȱȢ25 In the 

former case, all necessary tasks and forms of labor to fight starvation were passed on from 

generation to generation. In the unindustrialized world, one was born to oneȭs social task. In the 

latter case, a centralized authority is responsible for economic survival and decides what to 

cultivate, labor and produce and by whom. )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȟ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ Ȱsociety 

ÁÓÓÕÒÅÄ ÉÔÓ Ï×Î ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÎÃÅ ÂÙ ÁÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÅÁÃÈ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÁ× ÆÉÔȱ on the basis of 

only ÏÎÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÇÕÉÄÉÎÇ ÒÕÌÅȡ ȰÅÁÃÈ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÄÏ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÂÅÓÔ ÍÏÎÅÔÁÒÙ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅȱȢ26 When 

sellers and buyers, merely motivated by profit making and self-interest, freely conduct business 

then the entire society would benefit and all necessary tasks and forms of labor would be done 

automatically. On a more formal level, the two main conditions associated with capitalism are 

private ownership and wage labour.27 This means that (the majority of) the physical means of 

production, including the legal rights to their use, profit and disposal, are privately owned and the 

factual production is done by wage labourers, who enter into contracts with the owners of capital. 

Economic individualism, in the third place, is often involved in the debate surrounding the 

Weber thesis on the rise of capitalism. Tawney, for example, uses the term in his Religion and the 

Rise of Capitalism frequently, but does not define it. He seems to understand it as an attitude of 

individual economic self-interest as opposed to medieval economic collectivism. In the same 

debate, Hector Robertson employs the term Ȭeconomic individualismȭ instead of the Ȭspirit of 

capitalismȭ, because in his opinion the former term expresses more exactly one of the most 

                                                           
23 0ÅÔÅÒ 'ÒÏÅÎÅ×ÅÇÅÎȟ Ȭ0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȭȟ ÉÎ 3ÔÅÖÅÎ .Ȣ $ÕÒÌÁÕÆ Ǫ ,Á×ÒÅÎÃÅ %Ȣ "ÌÕÍÅ ɉÅÄÓȢɊȟ The New Palgrave Dictionary of 

Economics, 2nd ed. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 
24 $ÏÎÁÌÄ 7ÉÎÃÈȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÁÓ Á ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ρχυπ-ρψχπȭȟ ÉÎ #Ȣ-Ȣ #ÉÐÏÌÌÁ ɉÅÄɊȟ The Fontana Economic History 

of Europe, vol. 3 (London: Fontana, 1971), p. 5. 
25 Robert Heilbroner, The Worldly Philosophers, 7th ed. (New York: Touchstone, 1999 [1953]), p. 20. 
26 Heilbroner, Worldly Philosophers, p. 20. 
27 %ÒÉÃ 3ÃÈÕÔÚȟ Ȭ#ÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍȭȟ ÉÎ 0ÈÉÌÌÉÐ !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ /ȭ(ÁÒÁ ɉÅÄȢɊȟ Encyclopedia of Political Economy, vol. 1 (London/ New York: 

2ÏÕÔÌÅÄÇÅȟ ρωωωɊȢ #ÆȢ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ (ÅÉÌÂÒÏÎÅÒȟ Ȭ#ÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍȭȟ ÉÎ $ÕÒlauf & Blume (eds.), Palgrave Dictionary of Economics. 
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important elements of the lattÅÒȢ Ȱ)ÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÓÍȟ ÁÓ Á ÄÏÃÔÒÉÎÅȱȟ ÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ Ȱsees in the individual 

and his psychological aptitudes the necessary basis of societyȭs economic organization, believes that 

the actions of individuals will suffice to provide the principles of societyȭs economic organization, 

seeks to realize social progress through the individual by allowing him all the scope for his free self-

development which is possibleȱ.28 Robertson too opposes it to the typical medieval scheme of life 

and adds that the institutions of economic freedom, i.e. freedom of enterprise and private property, 

in this respect are necessary for economic individualism. 

 Economic liberalism, finally , is the economic counterpart of classical liberalism, which is 

said to have emerged in the late-seventeenth and eighteenth century. Classical liberalism itself is a 

philosophy committed to several liberal ideals such as individual liberty, freedom of religion and 

speech and limited government intervention. In its economic application, classic liberalism can be 

summarized as the play of the free market and more or less equals capitalismȢ Ȱ)Ô ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÕÍ 

where equal rights of access and participation but divergent and competing ideas lead, through the 

operation of an Ȭinvisible handȭ, to the greatest welfare for all. Liberalism and market capitalism are 

ÉÎÓÅÐÁÒÁÂÌÅȱ.29 Besides the invisible hand of the market, another widespread economic term with 

which economic liberalism is often associated is laissez-faire, an economic doctrine that expresses 

an aversion to government regulation in commercial affairs. Whatever their  precise relationship 

may be, the ideas of political economy cannot be identified with economic liberalism.  

 

1.4.  Methodology and o utline  

 

In order to answer the research question, in the remainder of this thesis several steps will be taken. 

First of all, in chapter 2 the Taylor thesis is discussed in more detail. Readers familiar with Taylorȭs 

writing style, or better still , organization of writing, will agree that he approaches his topics in an 

Ȭoutflankingȭ way, so it may be useful to offer a more systematic discussion. In the remainder of 

chapter 2, summaries of the Weber thesis and Hirschman thesis are provided. This is done not only 

because Weber and Hirschmanȭs ideas play a role in Taylorȭs account of the emergence of the 

economic, but also to show in what respect the Taylor thesis differs from existing interpretations .  

In chapter 3, I subsequently examine the Taylor thesis by discussing the economic views of 

the seventeenth-century natural-law philosophers. This stream of economic thought does not only 

include Hugo Grotius and John Locke, the two key figures in the Taylor thesis, but also Thomas 

Hobbes and Samuel (von) Pufendorf. In chapter 4 and 5, I discuss other seventeenth-century 

century writers under two headings, namely Ȭmercantilismȭ and (French) Ȭliberal economic 

thoughtȭ. As I will argue in the introductions to those chapters, these terms are problematic as they 

suggest the existence of a single body of thought, which was not the case. In the remainder of thesis, 

I will nevertheless speak of mercantilism and liberal economic thought, because their different 

manifestations are irrelevant for the purpose of examining the role of divine providence. Since both 

groups of writers are not dÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ 4ÁÙÌÏÒȭÓ ÂÏÏËȟ I thus supplement his thesis by involving other 

natural-law philosophers and additional streams of economic thought. Chapter 3, 4 and 5 are 

organized in a similar  way. I start with a general introduction to respectively natural-law 

philosophy, mercantilism and liberal economic thought, subsequently discuss their relationship to 

religion, then examine the role of divine providence and finally discuss the relevance of these ideas 

for (the science of) economics.  

 

                                                           
28 Hector M. Robertson, Aspects of the Rise of Economic Individualism. A Criticism of Max Weber and His School (New York: 

Kelly & Millman, 1959 [1933]), p. 34. 
29 2ÁÌÆ $ÁÈÒÅÎÄÏÒÆȟ Ȭ,ÉÂÅÒÁÌÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȭȟ ÉÎ $ÕÒÌÁÕÆ Ǫ "ÌÕÍÅ ɉÅÄÓȢɊȟ Palgrave Dictionary of Economics.. 
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In the final chapter 5, the role of divine providence in seventeenth-century economic thought it 

summarized, the research question is answered and suggestions are done for new research.30 

 

                                                           
30 A note on the quotations. For the sake of clarity, not in the least for the present writer himself, in this master thesis all 

quotations from primary seventeenth-century sources have been modernized with respect to spelling, capitalization of 

common nouns and outdated contractions. The original punctuation has been retained, though. Scripture texts are quoted 

from the first edition of the King James Bible (1611). 
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2 

Charles Taylor on 
religion and economics 

 
 
 
2.1.  Introduction  
 

In this chapter, I discuss Taylorȭs ideas on religion and economics in more detail (§2.2). The aim is 

to provide a background to the Taylor thesis as sketched in the previous chapter. Rather than 

merely summarizing Taylor, I present his ideas in a more systematic form by providing a 

representation of the Taylor thesis in a figure and discussing its main elements. By doing so, 

Taylorȭs view on the role of divine providence in the emergence of the science of economics should 

become more clear. In the remainder of the chapter, the Weber thesis (§2.3) and Hirschman thesis 

(§2.4) are discussed. As will be seen, both theses play a role in Taylorȭs account and they may clarify 

in what respects the Taylor thesis is new. In the final section (§2.5) a short comparison between the 

various theses is made. 

 

2.2.  The Taylor thesis  

 

The Taylor thesis is derived from Taylorȭs Sources of the Self and A Secular Age. Whereas the former 

book is an attempt to write a history of the making of the modern identity, the latter  tells the story 

of the secularization of western thought and examines what it means to live in a secular age. Both 

books thus deal with intellectual history in general and treat economic thought only in a larger 

context. This implies that we cannot expect from Taylor a complete account of the history of early 

modern economic thought and need to keep this in mind when discussing his ideas. In fact, the 

main occasion that Taylor touches upon economic thought is to explain the gradual promotion of 

the economic to its central place in human life and political society. After all, it seems that the 

economic is a crucial aspect of both the modern identity and the Western secularization. An 

important by-product of Taylorȭs attempt, we could say, is that it helps to understand the rise of 

economics and the science of economics too. This, exactly, is the reason that this master thesis 

connects Taylorȭs ideas to the history of economic thought. In figure 2 on the next page, a simplified 

representation of the gradual promotion of the economic and its factors can be found. In the 

remainder of this section, the elements of this figure and their interdependencies will be discussed.  

 According to Taylor (henceforth I express his views), the gradual promotion of the 

economic is a cultural development that received an impetus from the Protestant Reformation in 

the sixteenth century, became clearly visible in the eighteenth century and continues to this day. In 

general, this promotion of the economic stands for an increasing valuation of the economic 

dimension of human existence. But, as such it embodies several other developments like a new 

valuation of commercial life and money-making, the isolation of an economic domain in reality, and 

the rise of political economy and political economy as a science. It is moreover associated with the 

ÒÉÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 4ÁÙÌÏÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÏÄÅÒÎ 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓȱȟ a social self-understanding or way in which people imagine their social 

existence.31 In the seventeenth and eighteenth century (Taylor is not so precise about these 

                                                           
31 Taylor, A Secular Age, pp. 176-185. Cf. his Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), ch. 5.  
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Figure 2 ɀ Simplified representation of the Taylor thesis 

 

dates) human life came to be seen as being designed so as to produce mutual benefits. Human 

beings were thought to engage in political societies for the exchange of advantages and production 

ÏÆ ÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓȢ /ÎÅ ÂÅÇÁÎ ȰÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÑÕÁÓÉ-ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒȱȟ 

namely as an Ȭeconomyȭ.32 Later, political society came to be seen as an economy in a more literal 

sense. Economic prosperity would become the dominant end of society.33 All these developments, 

Taylor believes, reflect the centralization of the economic in the early modern period. 

 Political economy and political economy as a science are not only part of the promotion of 

the economic, but can also be seen as a reaction to it . As Taylor explains, they both take the social 

imaginary of the economy to be an objectifiable reality. 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȟ ȰÁ ÎÅ× ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ 

objectifying social science, starting from William Pettyȭs Survey in Ireland in the mid-seventeenth 

century, [is] the collection of facts and statistics about wealth, production and demography, as the 

ÂÁÓÉÓ ÆÏÒ ÐÏÌÉÃÙȱȢ34 It is based on the idea that social events like other processes in nature are 

subject to regularities and are to a certain degree predictable. Eighteenth-century political economy 

                                                           
32 Taylor, A Secular Ageȟ ÐȢ ρχχȢ )Ô ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÖÅÎÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȭ ×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÓ 

we use it today, namely as an orderly, functional arrangement of parts. Taylor thus reinterprets this modern social 

imaginary in contemporary terms. 
33 4Á×ÎÅÙ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÃÈ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ȰÓÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ !ÃÑÕÉÓÉÔÉÖÅ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ 

and preoccupation ÉÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÑÕÉÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÅÁÌÔÈȱȠ The Acquisitive Society (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 

1920), p. 29. 
34 Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 182. 
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as a science with the Physiocrats and Adam Smith, in turn, conceived of the economy as a system. It 

distinguished an economic domaÉÎ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÌÏÃËÉÎÇ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅ 

ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÏÒÍ Á ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ Ï×Î ÌÁ×Ó ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ Ï×Î ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃȱȢ35 Elsewhere Taylor 

ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÅ× ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÏÎ Ô×Ï ÎÏÔÉÏÎÓ ȰÕÔÔÅÒÌÙ ÁÂÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÁÇÅÓȱȟ 

namely tÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÁÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ȰÉÎÔÅÒÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÕÍÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ɍÉÎɎ Á ÄÏÍÁÉÎ ×ÉÔÈ 

Ï×Î ÌÁ×Óȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÏÍÁÉÎ ÆÏÒÍ Á ÓÅÌÆ-ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȱȢ36 Again, the 

emergence of independent science of the economic was only conceivable after the promotion of the 

economic but as well contributed to this development. 

 Now for this gradual promotion of the economic to its central place several explanations 

have been provided and this is where the actual Taylor thesis comes in. Whereas standard 

materialist explanations such as the Marxist account state that business and merchant classes 

simply became more numerous and powerful, Taylor argues that these factors were important but 

cannot provide the whole explanation and need to be supplemented with political and spiritual 

ones. As a political factor he mentions Albert Hirschmanȭs doux commerce thesis, which will be 

discussed in §2.4., but what demands our attention now are the spiritual or religious ones. The 

centralization of the economic and the emergence of a science of the economic alike, Taylor argues, 

reflect two changes within religious thought.  

 

 Spiritual factors for the centralization of the economic 

 

The first change in religious thought is embodied in the idea of the Ȱsanctification of ordinary lifeȱ. 

For a long time in western history a strict distinction was made between ordinary life, those aspects 

of human life concerned with production and reproduction, and the good life. Whereas the good life 

was associated with higher activities such as contemplation and otherworldliness, daily life 

consisted of lower activities that merely play an infrastructural role in the pursuit of the former. 

This idea of an ethical hierarchy of activities, put forward in Aristotleȭs Politica and still influential 

in the medieval church, was criticized in the Protestant Reformation. Protestantism abolished the 

distinction between the sacred and the profane, placed the locus of the good life within life itself 

and put a new valuation on the ordinary life. This so-called sanctification of ordinary life had 

immense consequences for early modern conceptions of science and business. Under influence of 

Protestant thinkers such as Francis Bacon and John Locke, science was no longer seen as a higher 

activity which ordinary life should subserve, but one that should relieve the condition of man and 

benefit daily life. In business, a new emphasis was placed on the service of God in the labor of oneȭs 

calling. Taylor is not sure how widespread the Protestant work ethic among capitalists was, but at 

least sees the basis here for one strand of the Weber ÔÈÅÓÉÓȡ Ȱ! ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÏÕÔÌÏÏË ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

necessity of continuous discipline work, work which should be of benefit to people and hence ought 

to be efficacious, and which encouraged sobriety and restraint in the enjoyment of it fruits must be 

ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅÄ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÅÔÈÉÃ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȢ37  

A second change in religious thought that was important for the promotion of the economic 

and central to this master thesis has been a Ȱnew notion of order that brought about a change in the 

understanding of the cosmos as the work of GodȭÓ 0ÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȱȢ38 As Taylor explains, the roots of the 

notion that God governs the world according to a benign plan can be found in Judaistic, ancient and 

medieval thought, but what was new is the way of conceiving this order. In pre-modern 

conceptions, the order of nature was held to be realized and thought to underlie the normal ways of 

things. In the modern ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

×ÏÒÌÄ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÏÆ ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓȱȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÉÓ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ 

                                                           
35 Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 182. 
36 Taylor, Sources of the Self, p. 286. 
37 Taylor, Sources of the Self, p. 226. 
38 Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 176. 
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Á ȰÖÁÓÔ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÍÕÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÓ ɉȣɊ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ×ays, that is, to produce 

ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱȢ39 In other words, Godȭs design came to be seen as a set of interlocking causes 

rather than harmonized meanings. Things in the world are designed to serve certain God-pleasing 

aims, but not always automatically striving for it.  

This new conception of order had obvious consequences for the socio-economic realm. It 

could imply that Godȭs design still required human realization there. Living a godly life in the 

ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ×ÏÒÌÄ ȰÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÁÄÍÉÒÉÎÇ Á ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖe order, in which God has revealed 

ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÓÉÇÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÓȱȟ 4ÁÙÌÏÒ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ Ȱ×Å ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔ ÉÔ ÁÓ ÁÇÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ 

instrumental reason, working the system effectively in order to bring about GodȭÓ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓȱȢ40 The 

duty of man thus became to realize Godȭs purposes and not to upset them. To disturb Godȭs design 

would however be something irrational, since the divine order was more and more seen as 

something with beneficial consequences for the here and now. Taylor not for nothing speaks of a 

new Ȱeconomically-centredȱ notion of natural order. Godȭs order for the socio-economic realm not 

only forms an ideal economy in a metaphorical sense, but also aims at economic prosperity. In the 

eighteenth century, for example, the idea arose that human life is designed so as to produce mutual 

benefits. Striving after oneȭs self-interest would have beneficent results for the general happiness, 

even though this was not part of the intention. Or in the famous words from Alexander Pope: ȰÔÒÕÅ 

self-love and socÉÁÌ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȱȢ 

Now an important aspect of the Taylor thesis is that this new economically-centred notion 

of divine providence is already evident in the Grotian-Lockian theory of moral order. With their 

new seventeenth-century theories of natural law (to be discussed in the next chapter), Grotius and 

Locke would have emphasized the economic dimension of divine providence on the one hand and 

the economic end of political society on the other. This idea, that takes many pages in Taylorȭs A 

Secular Age, can be summarized as follows. In a sense, GrotiusȭÓ and LockeȭÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ-law theories 

intend to offer an explanation of and legitimation for the existence of political societies. Why, after 

all, do people tend to live together in such societies rather than to live on their own? According to 

Grotius and Locke, this fact of life can be explained by referring to the normative order underlying 

political society, which can be derived from the nature of its constitutive members. The most 

important aspect of human nature is that God created man rational, sociable and with an instinct to 

his own conservation. It follows from these God-given natural qualities that human beings are 

destined to collaborate in peace to their mutual benefit. Political society, in turn, is seen as an 

instrument to achieve these ideals. In line with the order of nature, the members of a political 

society help each other to behave like the rational and social creatures that they are. Political 

society enables human beings to serve each other for mutual benefit, both in providing security and 

in fostering exchange. In Grotius and Locke, this mutual service between individuals in a political 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÉÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÉÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÔÅÒÍÓȢ ȰȬ%ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃȭ ɉÔÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄȟ ÐÅÁÃÅÆÕÌȟ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÅɊ 

activiÔÙȱȟ 4ÁÙÌÏÒ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ȰÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÆÏÒ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÆÏÒ ÈÁÒÍÏÎÉÏÕÓ 

co-ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȱȢ41 

It is important to emphasize that the ideal order of mutual benefit in human nature and 

underlying political society was not thought to be a mere human invention. Rather the order was 

designed by God. Human beings coming together in political societies to practice (economic) 

exchange and to render their lives and property safe ×ÅÒÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓ. This, 

exactly, is the meaning of TayloÒȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÌÅÃÔ 

ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

ÈÕÍÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÓÍÏÓȱȢ42 !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÒÏÔÉÕÓ ÁÎÄ ,ÏÃËÅȟ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ 

                                                           
39 Taylor, A Secular Age., p. 98. 
40 Taylor, A Secular Age., p. 98. 
41 Taylor, A Secular Age., p. 167. 
42 Taylor, A Secular Age, pp. 160-161. 
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express itself as an moral order that underlies the normal ways of things, but as one that demands 

to be carried out and centres on the needs of ordinary life. 

 

2.3.  The Weber  thesis  

 

In Taylor we just came across some references to the Weber thesis. In the context of the 

ÓÁÎÃÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÌÉÆÅȟ 4ÁÙÌÏÒ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ7ÅÂÅÒ ÉÓ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȱ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ 

ȰÎÏÔ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÁÌÖÁÇÅÄȱȢ43 For the purposes of this master thesis it is not 

necessary to discuss these details, but to provide a summary of the Weber thesis may be clarifying.  

The Weber thesis is a famous but often misunderstood account of the rise of capitalism as 

formulated by Weber in his essay ȬDie protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismusȭ. In a 

foreword to the series on the sociology of religion in which the essay was included, Weber explains 

that he is not concerned with capitalism as it is often used in popular parlance, but with the modern 

phenomenon of capitalism as a type of economic system. TÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒ ÉÓ ȰÉÄÅÎÔÉÃÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ 

ÐÒÏÆÉÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÎÅ×ÅÄ ÐÒÏÆÉÔȟ ÂÙ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓȟ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅȱȢ44 Here 

Ȭrationalȭ for Weber is an important term. It applies to an economic system that is not based on 

tradition or authority, but on a deliberate adjustment of the means to the attainment of profits and 

includes the separation of business from the household, employment of free labor and rational 

book-keeping. Now Weberȭs essay relates the ethos of this economic system to the religious ideas of 

0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔÉÓÍȢ -ÏÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÔ ÄÅÁÌÓ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÌÉÆÅ 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÔÈÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÁÓÃÅÔÉÃ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔÉÓÍȱȢ45 As such, this approach involves an implicit  

critique of Karl Marxȭs historical materialism. It does not conceive of the rise of capitalism as a 

necessary outcome of certain economic and material preconditions, but tries to offer an additional 

explanation in terms of religious and ethical ideas.46 

 According to Weber, and this is known as the Weber thesis in its most general sense, the 

development of modern capitalism was in the end made possible by Protestant theology. What this 

development required was a shift from a pre-capitalistic spirit (Geist), dominant in ancient times 

and the Middle Ages, to a spirit of capitalism. Whereas the former spirit is associated with a moral 

and social disapproval of earning more money than strictly necessary, charging too much interest 

or just having a lust for gain, these kinds of behaviour received a moral justification in the 

Protestant Reformation. Protestantism in other words forced a change of attitude towards the 

pursuit of wealth and promoted the development of a spirit of capitalism. This spirit, Weber 

explains, is an ethos or ethically colored maxim for the conduct of life. Its summum bonum ÉÓ ȰÔÈÅ 

earning of more and more money, combined with the strict avoidance of all spontaneous enjoyment 

ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȱ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ȰɍÍɎÁÎ ÉÓ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÍÏÎÅÙȟ ÂÙ ÁÃÑÕÉÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ 

ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÆÅȱȢ47 This justification of the unlimited pursuit of wealth is of course not an explicit ethical 

doctrine of Protestant theology, but rather an unforeseen and probably unwished by-product of 

what Weber calls the Protestant work ethic. It was above all on theological grounds that 

Protestantism, and it ascetic forms such as Calvinism in particular, emphasized the importance of 

working in a worldly calling, hard work as evidence of oneȭs predestination and avoidance of 

unnecessary enjoyment in life. But by doing so, it at the same time offered a rationalization of the 

capitalistic focus on wealth and profit. Ȱ4ÈÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÔÌÅÓÓȟ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓȟ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÁÔÉÃ 

work in a worldly calling, as the highest means to asceticism, and at the same time the surest and 

ÍÏÓÔ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÏÆ ÏÆ ÒÅÂÉÒÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÎÕÉÎÅ ÆÁÉÔÈȱȟ 7ÅÂÅÒ summarizesȟ ȰÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ 

                                                           
43 Taylor, Sources of the Self, pp. 156 and 179. 
44 Weber, Protestant Ethic, p. 17. 
45 Weber, Protestant Ethic, p. 27. 
46 $ÁÖÉÄ "ÅÅÔÈÁÍȟ Ȭ7ÅÂÅÒȟ -ÁØ ɉρψφτ-ρωςπɊȭȟ ÉÎ $ÕÒÌÁÕÆ Ǫ "ÌÕÍÅ ɉÅÄÓȢɊȟ Palgrave Dictionary of Economics. 
47 Weber, Protestant Ethic, p. 53. 



 
 

15 

powerful conceivable lever for the expansion of that attitude toward life which we have here called 

ÔÈÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÏÆ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍȱȢ48 

Tawney states that his book on the same subject matter ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÎÏ ÐÒÅÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÁÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÒ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ49 The same holds true for 

Weber. In The Protestant Ethic, Weber hardly refers to political economists or the rise of political 

economy in general. He is simply concerned with the rise of capitalism as an economic practice and 

examines its religious-ethical rather than its political-economic foundations. In this respect the 

Hirschman thesis is different. 

 

2.4.  The Hirschma n thesis  
 

In his The Passions and the Interests (1977), Albert Hirschman offered an alternative interpretation 

of the spirit of capitalism and its emergence. Although his book is not explicitly presented as a 

critique of the Weber thesis (Hirschman argues that his ideas and Weberȭs ideas could be valid at 

the same time), the book at least suggests that there were more profound reasons for capitalism. A 

concept that he, incidentally, does not define. These reasons, Hirschman argues, were of a political 

rather than religious kind and therefore the subtitle of his book reads ȰPolitical arguments for 

capitalism before its triumphȱ. 7ÈÅÒÅÁÓ Ȱ7ÅÂÅÒ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

the indirect results of a desperate search for individual salvaÔÉÏÎȱȟ (ÉÒÓÃÈÍÁÎ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÚÅÓȟ ȰɍÍɎÙ 

claim is that the diffusion of capitalist forms owed much to an equally desperate search for a way of 

avoiding societyȭÓ ÒÕÉÎȱȢ50 From the point of view of the rulers or gatekeepers, the spirit of 

capitalism was in other words conceived of as a means to uphold the political order of society. The 

fact that commerce, banking, industry and money-making became honorable in the modern age is 

not so much the result of a Protestant ethic, but because they were thought to have beneficial 

political side effects. This, in short, is Hirschmanȭs thesis, which we will now examine in somewhat 

more detail. 

 After the religious conflicts of the Protestant Reformation, Hirschman argues, in the 

seventeenth century the view arose that religious precepts could no longer be used to restrain and 

repress the destructive passions of men. Therefore the political search was on for a behavioral 

alternative to impose discipline on both the rulers and the ruled. One of the solutions was found in 

the idea of harnessing the passions. Anticipating Bernard MandevilleȭÓ ȰÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÖÉÃÅÓȟ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ Adam Smithȭs invisible hand, the idea was put forward that destructive passions 

including avarice could be made to work toward the general welfare of society. Giambattista Vico 

summarized this idea in his Principi di scienza nuova as follows (this and following unspecified 

quotes can be found in Hirschman): Ȱthe passions of men who are entirely occupied by the pursuit 

of their private utility are transformed into a civil order which permits men to live in human 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȱȢ And this all through intelligent laws flowing directly from the divine providence.  

A more promising solution than harnessing the passions, however, was the principle of the 

countervailing passion. Is it not possible, political philosophers wondered, to control the passions 

by playing one off against the other and to fight the more dangerous with the more innocent ones? 

Now human interests came to be seen as the innocent passions that could play this taming role. Ȱ!Ó 

ÔÈÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÉÓ ÒÕÌÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ×Ó ÏÆ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȱȟ #ÌÁÕÄÅ (ÅÌÖïÔÉÕÓ ÃÌÁÉÍÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ De lȭespritȟ ȰÓÏ 

ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÒÕÌÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ×Ó ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓȱȢ Where the term Ȭinterestȭ was initially much 

wider than the material aspects of someoneȭs welfare, it eventually came to signify (private) 

economic  interests.  Economic  interests,  in sum, were thus called upon to counteract the passions. 

                                                           
48 Weber, Protestant Ethic, p. 172. 
49 Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, p. xv. 
50 Albert O. Hirschman, The Passions and the Interests. Political Arguments for Capitalism before its Triumph, 20th ed. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 130. 
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Figure 3 ɀ Giambattista Vico, Principi di scienza nuova d'intorno alla  

comune natura delle nazioni, 3rd ed. (Napoli, 1744), frontispiece. 
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Despite concerns in the seventeenth century that the political order would still be undermined by 

money-making pursuits, the dominant view became that the love of money and gain was innocuous 

on the one hand and doux on the other, in line with what the French called the douceur of 

commerce.51 Commerce would soften and polish the manners of men, serve the mutual needs of the 

trading partners and establish ties of friendship between them. Montesquieu stated in his Esprit des 

lois ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ Á ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÒÕÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÅÒÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÇÅÎÔÌÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅȠ 

ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÒÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÇÅÎÔÌÅȱȢ  

According to Hirschman, an important, if not the most important, argument for the rise of 

capitalism was thus a political one, namely that political stability could be achieved through the 

expansion of industry and commerce. From the perspective of the emerging science of economics, a 

moral universe governed by laws of economic interest had a number of assets of its own. In the first 

place, an interest-governed world meant constancy. In contrast to people under influence of the 

most passionate and fluctuating passions, the behaviour of people who follow their economic 

interests is to a certain degree constant. This implies, in the second place, that their behaviour is 

predictable. In order to devise economic policy, predictability of how individuals and groups of 

people respond to certain measures is indispensable. Both constancy and predictability are by-

products of individuals acting in accordance with their economic interest. 

 

2.5.  Comparison  

 

Now that we have summarized the Taylor thesis, the Weber thesis and the Hirschman thesis, a 

short comparison between them can be made. Although these theses cover the same historical 

period, they are different in terms of subject matter and level of analysis. Weber, first of all, relates 

religion to the rise of a capitalistic way of thinking and manner of acting. His main idea is that the 

spirit of capitalism received a theological justification and rationalization from the Protestant 

religion. Hirschman, in turn, attaches less weight to the role of religion in the rise of capitalism and 

argues for the importance of political arguments. According to him, the spirit of capitalism was 

conceived of a means to uphold the political order of society and therefore received a political 

legitimation. Unfortunately, Hirschman does not define capitalism so that the distinction in his book 

between capitalism, politics and economics remains somewhat vague. Sometimes Hirschman seems 

to discuss political arguments for the rise of economics or economic arguments for the rise of 

capitalism rather than political arguments for the rise of capitalism. Taylor, finally, deals with 

religious influences on the rise of the economic in general. We have seen that he attaches much 

importance to a changing conception of divine providence in the seventeenth-century natural-law 

philosophers Grotius and Locke. They will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 

 

                                                           
51 /Î ÔÈÅ ÓÏ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÄÏÕØ-ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅ ÔÈÅÓÉÓȭ ÓÅÅ !ÌÂÅÒÔ /Ȣ (ÉÒÓÃÈÍÁÎȟ Ȭ2ÉÖÁÌ interpretations of market society: civilizing, 

ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÏÒ ÆÅÅÂÌÅȩȭȟ Journal of Economic Literature, vol. 20, no. 4 (1982), pp. 1463-1484. 
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3 

Natural-law philosophy 
and divine providence 

 
 
 
3.1.  Introduction  
 

Two more or less distinct streams of seventeenth-century economic thought that have been 

important for the rise of economics were mercantilism and (what I call) liberal economic thought. 

They will accordingly be discussed in the next two chapters. Less known, ÂÕÔ ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ȰÏÆ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ 

ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÏÆ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ 

for the formÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔȱ,52 have been the seventeenth-century natural-law philosophers. I 

can think of two main reasons why these philosophers are somewhat underestimated in the history 

of economic thought. The first is that their work , at least from a contemporary perspective, is a 

complex mix of moral philosophy, political theory, law and theology. As a consequence, the writings  

of the natural-law philosophers have little resemblance to economic texts from the same period. 

Some historians of economics may simply not have recognized them as relevant. The second reason 

is that the seventeenth-century natural-law philosophers clearly stand in the medieval tradition of 

thought. Schumpeter for example called them Ȱ0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ɉÏÒ ÌÁÉÃÁÌɊ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÓÔÉÃÓȱ53 and argued that 

their economic methods and views do not differ substantially from those of the scholastic 

economists. !Ó ) ÓÅÅ ÉÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÓÔÉÃÓ ÏÒ ȰlÁÔÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÓÔÉÃÓȱ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÄÏ ÊÕÓÔÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

philosophers that will be discussed in this chapter. It is beyond doubt that the seventeenth-century 

natural-law philosophers (henceforth: natural-law philosophers) were indebted to their 

predecessors, but this applies to all thought. As I will show in this chapter, natural-law philosophy 

was innovative in many respects, not in the least with regards to its economic interpretation of 

divine providence.  

It is important to note that I confine myself in this chapter to the most important natural-

law philosophers, to wit Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and Samuel 

(von) Pufendorf (1632-1679). Others such as Leibniz, Culverwell, Cumberland, Thomasius and 

Wolff are equally interesting, but were either less influential or less relevant from an economic 

point of view. The chapter deals with John Locke (1632-1704) too, who of course has not been 

neglected in the history of economic thought. One may doubt if he was indeed a natural-law 

philosopher. Although Locke was in some respects a liberal (in a different sense than the French 

writers from chapter 5) and in others a mercantilist, there are two reasons to number him among 

the natural-law philosophersȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ,ÏÃËÅ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÎÉÎÅ ÅÓÓÁÙÓ ÏÎ ȰÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ 

ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱ ɉÔÏÄÁÙ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ Essays on the Law of Nature) and delivered them as 

lectures, and in the second place, his Two Treatises on Government (1690) is a typical natural-law 

philosophical work. I will return to this point below. In discussing natural-law philosophy, I will 

treat the natural-law philosophers as a like-minded group of thinkers. The chapter thus focuses on 

their similarities rather than their differences of opinion, although some differences will be pointed 

out. 

                                                           
52 Hutchison, Before Adam Smith, p. 5.  
53 Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis, p. 116. 
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 The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. In the next section (§3.2) an 

overview of natural-law philosophy is provided. Whereas the first part of the section explains what 

this philosophy contains, the second part deals with the economic views of the natural-law 

philosophers. The subsequent section (§3.3) is concerned with the religious background of early 

modern natural-law philosophy as compared to the medieval one. After these preparatory sections, 

in the penultimate section (§3.4) our main topic, the role of divine providence in natural-law 

philosophy, comes up for discussion. The final section (§3.4) discusses the importance of this 

philosophy and its views of divine providence in particular for the rise of economics as a science.  

 

3.2.  Overview of  natural -law philosophy  
 

What do we mean by natural-law philosophy? In the broadest sense it is a moral philosophy and 

more specifically ȰÁÎ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÇÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ Á ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ×ȱȢ54 

Natural law itself is a rather wide-ranging concept. One usually distinguishes between an ancient 

natural law tradition , associated with Plato, Aristotle and above all Stoicism, a medieval scholastic 

or Thomistic tradition of which Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225-1274) was the great doctor, and a 

modern Protestant tradition starting with the Dutch jurist  Grotius, the Ȱfather of modern natural 

lawȱ. Although the natural law concept is interpreted differently in each of these traditions, there is 

a high degree of continuity between them.55 As we will see in the next section, an important 

difference between the medieval natural-law philosophers and their seventeenth-century 

successors is the distance the latter  created between natural law and Christian theology. But for 

now let us focus on the early modern school of natural law and take Grotius as our starting point. 

 Early modern natural-law philosophy can be seen as an attempt to overcome the moral 

skepticism caused by the Protestant Reformation and Catholic Counter-Reformation. The natural-

law philosophers believed that the political and religious conflicts between and within nation states 

could only be resolved by formulating universal and binding principles of right that no reasonable 

person would deny. Grotius can be said to be the first to have understood that such a jurisprudence 

requires a distinction  between voluntary and natural sources of right. Whereas laws and rights (lex 

and jus, but both terms are used interchangeably) which proceed either from the free will of God 

(jus divinum voluntarium) or that of men (jus humanum) are alterable and may only apply to one or 

a few nation states, according to Grotius there exist also unalterable laws and rights which are 

based on natural law or the law of nature (jus naturae) and have universal validity in all times and 

all places. It is on the latter source of right that natural-law philosophy focuses. In his De jure belli ac 

pacis (1625), a book on the legal status of war, 'ÒÏÔÉÕÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× ÏÒ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÓ Ȱthe 

rule and dictate of right reason, showing the moral deformity or moral necessity there is in any act, 

according to its suitableness or unsuitableness to a reasonable nature, and consequently that such 

an act is either forbid or commanded by God, the Author of nÁÔÕÒÅȱȢ56 This definition makes 

immediately clear how natural-law philosophy proceeds. Given the fact that the moral character of 

an act should be judged in terms of its suitability to a reasonable nature, universally valid principles 

of right could be derived from human nature itself. In other words, the natural character of natural-

law philosophy finds its expression in locating an universal source of morality in human nature. 

 Grotius goes on to say that there are two ways to determine whether or not an act obeys 

the law of nature. It can be proved either a priori by logically deducing it from to the reasonable 

nature shared by all human beings or a posteriori by demonstrating that it corresponds to the 

common sense or general opinion of the more civilized nations. The humanist Grotius himself 

                                                           
54 Knud Haakonssen, Natural Law and Moral Philosophy. From Grotius to the Scottish Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1996), p. 15. 
55 #ÆȢ +ÎÕÄ (ÁÁËÏÎÓÓÅÎȟ Ȭ.ÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ×ȭȟ ÉÎ ,Á×ÒÅÎÃÅ #Ȣ "ÅÃËÅÒ ÁÎÄ #ÈÁÒÌÏÔÔÅ "Ȣ "ÅÃËÅÒ ɉÅÄÓȢɊȟ Encyclopedia of Ethics, vol. 2 

(New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 886-890. 
56 Hugo Grotius, The Rights of War and Peace (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2005), bk. 1, ch. 1, sec. 10, §1. 
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mostly uses the latter method. In De jure belli ac pacisȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÏÒÁÌ ÄÅÆÏÒÍÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ 

an act is usually determined by referring to either the classical Greek philosophers and Roman 

jurists, Holy Scripture, the Church Fathers or one of the medieval scholastic theologians. Interesting 

from a scientific point of view, both Grotius and Pufendorf in their early works employed an explicit 

mathematical or geometrical approach. Pufendorf, for example, in the introduction of his 

Elementorum jurisprudentiae universalis ɉρφφπɊ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÁ× ÃÏÕÌÄ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ȰÃÌÁÉÍ ÉÔÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ 

among tÈÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅȱȢ57 Inspired by Euclidian Aristotelianism, the 

book is arranged as a system of definitions, axioms and observations from which propositions 

about specific matters are deduced by syllogism. Although this formal method does not return in 

his (and Grotiusȭs) later books, the underlying idea remains that the moral world like the physical 

world has certain constant features that can be used to deduce moral knowledge in a mathematical 

way. Hobbes and Locke too were influenced by scientists such as Galileo, Harvey, Descartes, 

Newton and Huygens, in what has been called the golden age of physics and mathematics.58 

Paradigmatically, Hobbes in his Leviathan (1651)  ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÇÅÏÍÅÔÒÙ ȰÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ Ét has 

pleased God hitherÔÏ ÔÏ ÂÅÓÔÏ× ÏÎ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȱȢ59 Hobbes himself is a good example of a thinker who 

tried to develop a science of man, i.e. a social physics of human affairs. Like the other natural-law 

philosophers, he believed that moral knowledge could be deduced from invariable characteristics 

of human nature. 

What according to the natural-law philosophers are these characteristics? In general, they 

point out manȭs instinct for self-preservation and his inclination to live with others as the two most 

fundamental aspects of human nature. There are some important differences of opinion, though. 

Grotius argues that on the one hand human beings seek their own particular advantage (pro 

utilitate ) and on the other hand have a desire of society (appetitus socialis). For him it is thus not 

true that all creatures are exclusively led by nature to seek their  self-interest. Manȭs sociability or 

care of maintaining society make him excel all the other animals ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ȰÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ 

ÏÆ ÒÉÇÈÔȱ. Hobbesȭs position is different in that it denies any form of natural sociability. The original 

condition of man is rather one of a war of everyone against everyoneȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

writers commonly call jus naturaleȱȟ (ÏÂÂÅÓ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ȰÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÂÅÒÔÙ ÅÁÃÈ ÍÁÎ ÈÁÓȟ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î 

poweÒȟ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȟ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÌÉÆÅȱȢ60 It is 

true, from this right follows the fundamental law of nature that every man should seek peace, but it 

is only meant to defend himself and to prevent the extermination of mankind. Pufendorf, in turn, 

tried to combine the anthropology of Grotius and Hobbes and ascribes men both a need for self-

preservation and human cooperation. Rather than being naturally fond of society, men would need 

it because they lack the ability to survive in a state of mere self-preservation. As I will show below, 

Pufendorf argues for commercial sociability instead of natural sociability as one of the 

fundamentals of human morality. Locke, finally, puts the emphasis on human self-preservation, but 

does not deny the existence of natural sociability.  

 

Economic views in natural -law philosophy 

 

These fundamental aspects ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÁÐÐÌÙ ÔÏ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄ ÉÎ Á ȰÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱ ÏÒ 

ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅȱȟ ÉȢÅȢ Á ÐÒÉÍÉÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅ in which there were neither civil societies, institutions or 

economies. In explaining how human civilization emerged from this (either fictitious or historical) 

state of nature, the natural-law philosophers automatically touch on economic as well as political 

subject matter. As regards economics, they discuss the emergence of private property, the origins of  
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Figure 4 ɀ Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or The Matter, Forme and Power of  

A Common Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil (London, 1651), frontispiece. 
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money and the establishment of commercial contracts. Still, the writings  of the natural-law  

philosophers were certainly not economic in the modern sense. Economics or political economy 

were simply not conceived of as distinct disciplines. In a chapter in Hobbesȭs Leviathan Ȱ/Æ ÔÈÅ 

ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Á ÔÁÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÉÓ indeed 

not mentioned. This is not to say, however, that the natural-law philosophers did not develop their 

own economic views. James BonÁÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÎÏÔ ÙÅÔ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÏÆÆ ÅÖÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ 

branch of political philosophy, economic inquiry was beginning to include nearly all the points now 

ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÄ ÉÎ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȱȢ61 To get an idea of this economic inquiry, in the remainder of this 

section some of the economic views of the natural-law philosophers will be discussed. 

 Most of Grotiusȭs62 economic views can be found in his De jure praedae commentarius 

(1605), a tract written to justify the sea war of the Dutch against the Portuguese, Mare liberum 

(1609), a revised version of the twelfth chapter meant as an apology for the United Dutch East India 

Company to trade with the East Indies, and De jure belli ac pacis. What is striking in all these works 

is Grotiusȭs positive stance towards commerce. In contrast to most of his medieval predecessors, 

Grotius stresses the beneficial effects of international and global trade. Trade and commerce, in 

short, would be of interest of society in general. According to Grotius, there is even a right and 

freedom to trade and barter that springs from the law of nature and belongs to all nations. Any 

denial of this right is therefore a just cause of war. At the same time, he urges for a continuation of 

international trade during war, even between enemies. Since Grotius is mainly concerned with 

long-distance trade, he emphasizes the right to trade on open seas. Especially the fishing trade 

should be open to all. Grotiusȭs most systematic economic views are developed in De jure belli ac 

pacisȢ )Î Á ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ȰÏÆ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÂÅÌÏÎÇ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÌÌ ÍÅÎȱ and a ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ȰÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÓȱ, he 

respectively discusses the origins of the institution of property, the nature and validity of 

commercial contracts, the relationship between value and price, the acceptability of monopolies 

and the question of usury. In each of these cases, it is asked whether or not something is just, 

respecting manȭs right or in accordance with the law of nature. 

 As compared to Grotius, Hobbesȭs63 natural-law philosophy is almost anti-commercial. It is 

true, (ÏÂÂÅÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ȰÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ Á ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÅÎ ÁÌÌÏ× ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÆÆÉÃ 

ÉÎÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÏ ÔÒÁÆÆÉÃ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÏÒÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓȱȢ64 But this is only a 

tradition al approval of long-distance trade as an exchange of qualitatively different products and 

not, as in Grotius, as a means to economic expansion of the nation state. In contrast to the other 

natural-law philosophers, Hobbes is concerned with the importance of an industrious domestic 

economy rather than that of the ÁÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÔÒÁÄÅȢ 3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ ȰÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ 

necessary for the citizens to prosper: hard work and thrift; a third contributing factor is the natural 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÏÆ ÅÁÒÔÈ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒȱȟ65 he pleads for the enactment of laws that prohibit idleness, stimulate 

industry and forbid extravagant expenditure and consumptions and promote the skills of 

agriculture and fishing. Most of Hobbesȭs economic views can be found in a chapter ȰÏÆ the nutrition 

and procreation of a commonwealthȱ in his Leviathan. He there discusses the sources of wealth, the 

nature and distribution of property, the importance of money as blood of the commonwealth (an 

idea influenced by his friend Harvey) and the rights as regards plantations and colonies. But again 

                                                           
61 James Bonar, Philosophy and Political Economy in Some of Their Historical Relations, 3rd ed. (London: George Allen & Unwin, 
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pp. 690-705. 
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the emphasis is on the regulation of the domestic economy. It is ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÖÅÒÅÉÇÎ ÁÌÏÎÅ ȰÔÏ 

ÁÐÐÒÏÖÅȟ ÏÒ ÄÉÓÁÐÐÒÏÖÅ ÂÏÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÔÒÁÄÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ȰÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ 

manner, all kinds of contract between subjects (as buying, selling, exchanging, borrowing, lending, 

letting, and taking to hire), are to be made; and by what words, and signs they shall be understood 

ÆÏÒ ÖÁÌÉÄȱȢ66 

 An important idea in Hobbes that helps us to understand Pufendorfȭs position better and 

ÅÖÅÎ ȰÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÕÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÁÓ Á ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȱ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ role of private economic 

interests.67 As said, Hobbes disagreed with Grotius that human beings would be naturally fond of 

society. In De Cive, a book that addresses the subject of citizenship, he explicitly rejects Aristotleȭs 

portrayal of man as a social and political animal (zoon politikon). This axiom would be false, for the 

ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ Ȱ×ÈÙ ÍÅÎ ÓÅÅË ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÊÏÙ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȱ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ 

ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×Å ÁÒÅ ȰÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÂÕÔ ÆÏÒ honour and advantage [commodum]ȱȢ Ȱ)Æ ÔÈÅÙ ÍÅÅÔ to do 

business [commercium]ȱȟ (ÏÂÂÅÓ ÁÄÄÓȟ ȰÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÉÓ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÐÒÏÆÉÔ ÎÏÔ ÆÏÒ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓÈÉÐȱ.68 What 

we see here is nothing else than a translation of the fundamental right of self-preservation to the 

market sphere. At the same time, private economic interests are one of the reasons for human 

beings to enter into a social contract and eventually to coexist in a civil state. Ȱ4ÈÅ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÉÎÃÌÉÎÅ ÍÅÎ ÔÏ ÐÅÁÃÅȱȟ (ÏÂÂÅÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ȰÆÅÁÒ ÏÆ ÄÅÁÔÈȱ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ Á Ȱdesire of such 

ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÏÕÓ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȠ ÁÎÄ Á ÈÏÐÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÏÂÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȱȢ69 When 

there is a war of everyone against everyone, as in the natural state outside the civil state, there is no 

place for industry, no certainty that people will reap the fruits of their labor, no culture of the earth, 

etcetera.  

 In Pufendorf70 we find a theory of commercial sociability that somehow combines as well 

as criticizes Grotiusȭs idea of men endowed with an appetitus societatis and Hobbesȭs idea of self-

interest governing all human affairs.71 According to Pufendorf, man was indeed created with a basic 

need for self-preservation, but at the same time lacked the ability to preserve himself without 

human cooperation. The fact that mankind has been able to grow out of a natural state of weakness 

ÁÎÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÎÏ× ÅÎÊÏÙ ÉÎÎÕÍÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÅÄ ÏÕÒ 

minds and bodies for our own and otherȭs benefit - ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÌÐ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȢ72 The 

difference between natura and cultura, Pufendorf argues, is exactly the industry and cooperation of 

men. He attaches much importance to commerce too. Menȭs mutual needs (chreia or indigentia) 

could only be satisfied through commerce. Interestingly, in Pufendorf this need-based commercial 

sociability does not lead to the emergence of civil society, but rather to what Aristotle called the 

koinonia, i.e. mere society or community. Society would be the place where households cooperate 

on the basis of the art called oikonomia. !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ )ÓÔÖÁÎ (ÏÎÔȟ ȰÔÈÉÓ ÐÓÅÕÄÏ-!ÒÉÓÔÏÔÅÌÉÁÎ ÍÏÖÅȱȟ 

namely the reintroduc tion of the notion of koinonia and making it emerge from the state of nature, 

Ȱ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȱȢ73 

 Besides this theory of commercial sociability, Pufendorf in his Elementum jurisprudentiae 

universalis, De jure naturae et gentium (1672) and De officio hominis et civis (1673) also included 
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chapters on ownership, value and commercial contracts. Although his economic views are clearly 

influenced by and based on Grotius, he went much further into economics and added a great 

amount of detail. Especially his fifth book of De jure naturae et gentium ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ȰÁÎ 

embryonic Wealth of NationsȱȢ74 It for example deals with the functioning of markets, the concept of 

scarcity and the traditional question of the just price. Like Grotius, Pufendorf is positive as it comes 

to trade and commerce. It is true, in preface of his De officio hominis et civis he openly wonders if 

there would ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÒÁÄÅȟ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÎÅÙ ȰÉÆ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄ ÈÁÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÓÉÎȱȢ 

But he would later add that they are an important cause of riches and wealth. Pufendorf moreover 

ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÏÎ ÏÐÅÎ ÓÅÁÓȡ ȰÎÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ people whatsoever 

who dwell by the ocean, with all other person whatsoever who likewise dwell by the ocean, is, in 

ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÔÏ Á ÔÈÉÒÄ ÐÁÒÔÙȟ ÍÕÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÆÒÅÅȱȢ75 His conception of international commerce, we could say, 

was a consequence of his idea of commerciÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ !ÒÉÓÔÏÔÅÌÉÁÎ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÎÅÅÄ ÕÎÉÔÅÓ 

ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȱȟ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒ ÉÄÅÁ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄȟ ×ÁÓ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ 

 Locke, finally, was not only a natural-law philosopher but also a philosopher of economics 

and wrote the most on economic subjects. Some typical economic writings are his Some of the 

Consequences That are Like to Follow upon Lessening of Interest to 4 Percent (1668), Some 

Considerations of the Consequences of the Lowering of Interest and the Raising the Value of Money 

(1691), Further Considerations (1695) as well as the fifth chapter of the second book of his Two 

Treatises of Government, which deals with private property. Since there is great amount of 

secondary literature that adequately summarizes Lockeȭs economic views,76 I will only  make some 

general remarks here on their relationship to natural-law philosophy. In his Essays on the Law of 

Nature (1663-1664), Locke argues that natural laws or laws of nature exist both in a normative and 

a positive sense. Where ÔÈÅ ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ȰÉÎÎÁÔÅȟ ÉȢÅȢ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÒÉÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 

menȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÉÔÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ȰÄÅÒÉÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ 

wherein all things observe a fixed law of their operations and a manner of existence appropriate to 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱȢ77 Now Locke not only believes that the physical laws of nature are a manifestation of 

a natural law, but also that there exist economic laws of nature. In his Some Considerations, he 

ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ȰÌÁ×Ó ÏÆ ÖÁÌÕÅȱ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÇÏÏÄÓȢ For 

Locke this implies that the rate of interest cannot be regulated, because interest is a price and all 

prices are beyond the control of political, positive laws. The same tract introduces principles such 

as the natural worth of products, natural value of money, natural price of money, natural 

proportion of gold and silver in money and natural rate or use of interest. These principles, Locke 

would later writeȟ Ȱhave, if I mistake not, their foundation ÉÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱ.78 That is to say, the law of 

nature. 

 

3.3.  Natural -law philosophy and religion  

 

Something important that has so far remained undiscussed in this thesis is the fact that the natural-

law philosophers explicitly relate the existence of a natural law to God. Grotius states that what is 

ÍÏÒÁÌ ÏÒ ÉÍÍÏÒÁÌ ÉÓ ȰÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒÂÉÄ ÏÒ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÏÄȱȟ Hobbes speaks of the natural law as the 

divine  ÌÁ× ÆÏÒ ȰÒÅÁÓÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȟ ÈÁÓ ÂÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÍÁÎ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ  
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Before Adam Smith, pp. 60-73; Redman, Rise of Political Economy as a Science, pp. 61-69; Charles K. Ro×ÌÅÙȟ Ȭ,ÏÃËÅȟ *ÏÈÎȭȟ ÉÎ 
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Figure 5  ɀ Charles Molloy, De Jure Maritimo et Navali or a Treatise of 

Affairs Maritime and of Commerce (London, 1682), frontispiece. 
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ÂÙ 'ÏÄȱȟ Pufendorf calls 'ÏÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ×ȱ ÁÎÄ ,ÏÃËÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ȰÁÓ  

being the decree of the divine wÉÌÌ ÄÉÓÃÅÒÎÉÂÌÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱȢ79 It is thus beyond doubt that 

they conceive of the natural law as God-given. They moreover argue that the natural law derives its 

binding force from the divine will. At the same time, the role of God in the moral world of the 

seventeenth-century natural-law philosophers is somewhat limited. I think that there are two main 

reasons for this. Firstly, they were typically Protestant thinkers. As such, they presuppose a break 

or discontinuity between God and mankind due to original sin. Secondly, early modern natural-law 

philosophy tried to loosen itself from Christian theology. The point was simply that Christianity was 

not the shared religion of mankind, while the natural-law philosophers wanted to derive a morality 

of use for the whole human race. Another reason that theology could not serve as the (sole) basis of 

a universal jurisprudence was that after the Reformation Europe was torn apart by religious 

conflicts. Hence a new natural-law based morality able to gain the consent of all Europeans had to 

be independent of religious and confessional differences. 

 As compared to medieval interpretations, there are arguably some secularizing 

developments in seventeenth-century natural-law philosophy. This becomes clear if we compare it 

to Thomas Aquinas, the most important scholastic natural-law philosopher of the Middle Ages. In 

the section from his Summa Theologiae on law, Aquinas distinguishes between an eternal law (lex 

aeterna), natural law (lex naturalis), human law (lex humana) and divine law (lex divina). The 

essence of these laws can be summarized as follows. The eternal law is Godȭs rule of the world and 

ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÂÙ ÈÉÓ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× ÉÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭs participation of the 

ÅÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÌÁ×ȱȟ80 the human law is the particular determinations devised by human reason and based 

on human will and the divine law is Godȭs law as revealed in Scripture and the doctrines of the 

church. According to Aquinas, the eternal, natural and divine law in principle cannot contradict. 

When we zoom in on the natural law, two different perspectives can be taken. From Godȭs 

perspective, the natural law is one of the aspects of His divine providence. God by His divine 

wisdom created all things and moves and directs them to their due end. From a human perspective, 

the natural law makes up the basic principles of practical rationality. In other words, natural law 

judges whether Á ÍÁÎȭÓ actions are reasonable and virtuous or not. Now Aquinas argues that these 

precepts are not only universally knowable by nature, but also binding by nature. That is to say that 

all human beings share in Godȭs principles of practical rationality, whether or not they are aware of 

it. God instilled his natural law into manȭÓ ÍÉÎÄ ÁÓ ȰÁÎ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ reason for the common good, 

ÍÁÄÅ ÂÙ ÈÉÍ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÓ ÃÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÍÕÌÇÁÔÅÄȱȢ81 

 Seventeenth-century natural-law philosophy was different in at least three respects. In the 

first place, it did not presuppose that all human beings (unconsciously) participate in Godȭs eternal 

law. It is true, God endowed man with a reasonable human nature, but the natural law still required 

human recognition. Pufendorf, for example, constantly stresses that it is our duty to obey the law of 

nature, which suggests that we are as well able to oppose or suppress it. In the second place, the 

natural law was no longer identified with Godȭs eternal law as revealed in Scripture. Grotius, for 

example, writes  that the divine laws of the Old and New Testament are meant for those who are 

less capable of strict reasoning. Although Scripture certainly does not contradict the law of nature 

or vice versa, it was Godȭs pleasure to write His precepts in manȭs heart. Reasonable human beings 

thus do not need the divine revelation to determine what Godȭs ultimate ends are. In the third place, 

the idea of natural law is not so much associated anymore with the common good but rather with 

self-preservation. The seventeenth-century natural law philosophers present natural law as a 

framework that enables men to coexist while they are driven by self-preservation and subjected to 

                                                           
79 Grotius, Rights of War and Peace, bk. 1, ch. 1, sec. 10, §1; Hobbes, Citizen, ch. 4, §1; Pufendorf, Duty of Man and Citizen, bk. 1, 

ch. 3, §11; Locke, Essays on the Law of Nature, p. 82. 
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circumstances of scarcity. That these three differences between medieval and early modern 

natural-law philosophy indeed point at a process of secularization is easy to prove. After all, already 

by the seventeenth century some of these ideas received serious critique from the side of the 

Christian orthodoxy. Grotius was for example blamed for suggesting that there could be obligation 

to natural law without a God (etsi deus non daretur; even if God did not exist). He certainly did not 

belie the existence of God himself, but believed that God approves certain behavior because it is 

good rather than the other way around. Hobbes, in turn, was accused of atheism due to his 

emphasis on human self-interest. Orthodox Christians of course did not deny the existence of sin, 

but also saw the need for sociability as a form of common grace. 

However that may be, the natural-law philosophers were certainly not atheists in disguise. 

Grotius and Pufendorf, in the first place, were schooled theologians themselves. The former among 

others wrote De veritate religionis christianae and Annotationes on the Old and New Testament and 

the latter De habitu religionis christianae ad vitam civilem. These books may not be very orthodox in 

nature, but were at least of great relevance for the authors themselves. Hobbes, in turn, like 

Pufendorf was the son of a minister. This may explain why he had a more than average interest in 

religious subjects. The third part of his De Cive completely deals with religion and the kingdom of 

God more specifically, whereas the third and fourth part of his Leviathan respectively discuss the 

Christian commonwealth and the kingdom of darkness. In Locke, finally, there seems to be a close 

relationship between his Calvinist, puritanical upbringing and his later religious attitudes. His 

works exhibits a deep religious commitment and also some of his key economic views may very 

well have a puritan origin.82 Besides, Locke is the author of The Reasonableness of Christianity and 

the Paraphrases of St. Paulȭs Epistle. In general, the natural-law philosophers wrote from a theistic 

standpoint. The fact that their works are full of references to Scripture and Christian theology 

betrays a substantial religious influence. 

 

3.4.  The role of divine providence  

 

Now that we have discussed the background of natural-law philosophy, the next topic that can be 

addressed is its attitude towards divine providence. It can be concluded beforehand that the 

natural-law philosophers were serious believers in the providence of God. To deny the providence 

of God, Grotius states in the beginning of his De jure belli ac pacis, is to deny the existence of God. 

And sÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ×ÉÃËÅÄÎÅÓÓ Ãannot be granted, [is] that there is no God, 

ÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ (Å ÔÁËÅÓ ÎÏ ÃÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÆÆÁÉÒÓȱȢ83 Hobbes likewise calls it a sin to deny to existence or 

providence of God. Pufendorf, in turn, speaks of manȭs duty to God to believe in His providence. The 

fact that Ȱ'ÏÄ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅÓ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÁÓ Á ×ÈÏÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÒÁÃÅȱ ×ÏÕÌÄ after 

all ÂÅ ȰÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÍÉÒÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȱȢ84 Locke too 

on several occasions in his work discusses divine providence. One of the proofs for Godȭs existence, 

he writes in his An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), is that His invisible qualities or 

attributes can clearly be seen from the creation of the world. 

 But in the context of this thesis we are of course mainly interested in the question whether 

the natural-law philosophers believed in a divine providence in the economic realm. This is indeed 

the case. As I see it, the most important form of economic divine providence in this philosophy is an 

indirect one. In short, it comes down to the idea that God created man and endowed him with 

instincts of self-preservation and sociability and therefore also willed the emergence of private 
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Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, 1991), pp. 90-ωυȠ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ "ÏÙÄȟ Ȭ#ÁÌÖÉÎÉÓÔ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ,ÏÃËÅÁÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȭȟ History of 

Political Thought, vol. 23, no. 1 (2002), pp. 30-60.  
83 Grotius, Rights of War and Peace, bk. 1, prolegomena, sec. 11. 
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property, the establishment of contracts and the development of commercial society in general. 

These economic arrangements not only necessarily follow from the fundamental instincts of human 

nature, but also help human beings to survive and to peacefully coexist in societies. The same holds 

true for exchange, trade and commerce. They necessarily follow from a combination of manȭs 

nature, a growing world population and scarcity of resources and are therefore willed by God. We 

may say that by blessing man with instincts of self-preservation and sociability which allow him to 

survive, God exercises the care for His creation in an ultimate way. Grotius summarized this 

indirect form of divine providence with respect to society as ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ ȰÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȟ 

whether it be that which consists in the maintenance of society, or that which in a looser sense is so 

called, though it flows from the internal principles of man, may notwithstanding be justly ascribed 

ÔÏ 'ÏÄȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÐÌÅÁÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÕÓȱȢ85 In other words, the 

maintenance of society follows from the fundamental characteristics of human nature, but it was 

God who created man like that. 

The best expression of this idea of an indirect form of economic divine providence can be 

found in Pufendorf, though. In De officio hominis et civis, Pufendorf first establishes that the 

fundamental natural law is that ȰÅÖÅÒÙ ÍÁÎ ÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÃÁÎ ÔÏ ÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÔÙȱ. For he is an animal with an intense concern for his own preservation but in the end 

incapable to do so. Since according to the author the ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× ÐÒÏÃÅÅÄÓ ÆÒÏÍ 'ÏÄȟ ȰɍÉɎÔ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó 

that God wills that a man should use for the preservation of his nature the powers within him in 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÁÓÔÓȱȢ The fact that God is the author of natural law is 

therefore as well a sign that social life has been imposed upon men by divine authority.86 Later on 

in the book Pufendorf calls it a menȭs duty to live in and to contribute to a human society and to be 

industrious and averse to idleness. It is clear that although he does not explicit ly call his ideal of a 

commercial society a manifestation of Godȭs providence, it is at least conceived of as part of the 

divine plan. After all, the belief in a divine providence implies a belief in Godȭs governance of the 

course of history and the development of human culture. Pufendorf indeed holds the same opinion, 

seeing his assertion that Ȱ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ [mankindȭs] present condition, it is encompassed by the 

government of GodȭÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȱȢ87 

 

Providence and private property 

 

A specific example of indirect Godly interference in economic human affairs is the divine allowance 

of private property. According to the natural-law philosophers (except from Hobbes, who does not 

speak about this connection), the emergence of private property was part of the divine plan and as 

such willed by God. For private property was not only a historical implication of a God-given right 

of self-preservation, but also an incentive for peace and improvement.  

 The first aspect of private property, namely that it prevents a Hobbesian war of everyone 

against everyone, was emphasized by Grotius and Pufendorf. Both of them believe that there was 

ÏÎÃÅ Á Ȱpure ÁÎÄ ÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÔ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȱȟ ÁÓ 'ÒÏÔÉÕÓ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÉÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÍÅÎ ÈÁÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎȢ The 

Ȱalmighty God at the creation, and again after the deluge, gave to mankind in general a dominion 

ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÆÅÒÉÏÒ ×ÏÒÌÄȱȢ88 Or, as he states in an earlier book, God did not bestow all things 

necessary for existence, safety and comfort on individual men, but on the human race in general. In 

this primitive state there was no such thing as property, but everyone used and consumed 

whatever he or she liked. However, later developments such as the multiplication of mankind and 

the specialization in agriculture and cattle raising led to conflicts. According to Pufendorf, man is in 

the end ÁÎ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ȰÔÉÃËÌÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÔÃÈ ÏÆ ÌÕÓÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÅÅÍ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 
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preservation of species. His belly too wants not only to be satisfied but to be titillated, and often has 

ÁÎ ÁÐÐÅÔÉÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÔ ÃÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÄÉÇÅÓÔȱȢ89 To put an end to the conflicts arising from 

scarcity of resources, a replacement of commonality with private property was necessary. Whereas 

Grotius believes that the first division was based ÏÎ ȰÁ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÃÏÍÐÁÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔȱȟ Pufendorf 

speaks of a convention and tacit agreement. Anyway, from now on everyone was supposed to 

appropriate, by right of first possession, all things necessary for survival. Both Grotius and 

Pufendorf argue that the introduction of private property was in line with Godȭs intentions. The 

latter explicitly  states that ȰÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÏÒ Ï×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐ ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȱȢ90 

 The second aspect of private property, its importance for improvement, was emphasized 

by Locke. It is useful to dwell on his theory of property, for it is more clear on Godȭs involvement in 

it and has been so influential in economics. Lockeȭs ideas on property are mainly developed in his 

Two Treatises of Government (1689) . Whereas the first treatise argues against the Ȱfalse principles 

ÁÎÄ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ &ÉÌÍÅÒȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÉÃÁÌ !ÄÁÍ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÅÄ ÕÎÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ 

power and authority over his descendants and an ownership over all the world, the second among 

others discusses the state of nature, the emergence of private property and the beginning of 

political societies. Once we concentrate on Lockeȭs Second Treatise, it is striking that he conceives of 

the state of nature where all men are naturally in as a state of perfect freedom, equality and liberty. 

The state of nature is not a state of war, as Hobbes argued, because it is governed by the law of 

ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȰÔÅÁÃÈÅÓ ÁÌÌ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȟ ×ÈÏ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÕÔ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔ ÉÔȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȟ no 

one ought to harm another ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȟ ÌÉÂÅÒÔÙȟ ÏÒ ÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȱȢ91 The reason for this law of 

nature, which is also clear to menȭs reason, is that all human beings are the workmanship and 

property of God, created for the purpose to preserve themselves and therefore also to preserve the 

rest of mankind. FÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÚÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÄȱȟ 

follow two legitimations, namely that of private property and political society. Here we confine 

ourselves to the former. 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÆÉÆÔÈ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ȰÏÆ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȱ, Locke thus tries to show how the state of nature and the 

God-ÇÉÖÅÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȢ -ÏÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÈÅ ȰÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÒɍÓɎ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ×ȟ ÈÏ× 

men might come to have a property in several parts of that which God gave to mankind in common, 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÁÎÙ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎÅÒÓȱȢ92 The argument that he develops in 

the chapter is basically an utilitarian one and combines the ideas of appropriation, labor and value. 

It is true, Locke admits, that God has given the earth and all that is therein to men in common to 

their support and comfort, but not all its fruits are produced naturally by the hand of nature. Some 

of them necessitate man to appropriate and labor them before they can be of any use. There is a 

close relationship between appropriation and labor here, since only by mixing his own property of 

labor with something provided by nature, the latter becomes his property. Labor, in other words, is 

the basis of property because it takes the fruits of the earth out of the hands of nature and adds 

something to them. Although God has given plenty of provisions, man would starve without labor. 

Appropriation through labor is therefore the right thing to do in obedience to the natural law of 

self-preservation. 

For Locke, to subdue the earth and to appropriate and cultivate its fruits, beast and parcels 

ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ Á 'ÏÄÌÙ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄȢ 3ÉÎÃÅ 'ÏÄ ÇÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÔÏ ÍÅÎ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ȰÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅ ɉȣɊȟ ÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÉÔ should always 

ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÅÄȱȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ that 'ÏÄ ÇÁÖÅ ÉÔ ȰÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÎÃÙ ÏÒ ÃÏÖÅÔÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÁÒÒÅÌÓÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÕÓȱȢ93 At the same time, 

and this is referred to as the ȰLockean provisoȱ, there are bounds to the amount of property a single 
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91 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), bk. 2, ch. 2, §6. 
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person is allowed to possess. It is only in accordance with the law of nature to have as much 

property one can use the product of. After all, nothing was made by God to spoil, waste or destroy 

and this is what happens whenever men possess more than they need for a convenient life. As 

Locke explains in the remainder of the chapter, labor is not only the great foundation of, beginning 

of and title to property, as he respectively calls it, but also the most important source of value. 

Private property is thus not only moral, but also practical. Labor, Locke argues, makes a great part 

of the value of a product of the earth. According to his Ȱmodest computationȱ, nine-tenths up to 

ninety-nine hundredths of the value is the effect of labor. Ȱ&ÏÒ Ȭtis labour indeed that puts the 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÎ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȱȢ94 Many commentators have seen a starting point here for later 

labor theories of value. 

It should be clear now that Locke conceived of private properÔÙ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ 

design of the world. It was God who gave man the natural powers to preserve himself and private 

property is instrumental to this. To be industrious, to cultivate and improve and to add value 

through appropriation are requirements of the natural order that God has designed. The most 

rational for people to do is to conform to this providential order. 

 

 Providence and commerce 

 

Besides indirect forms of divine providence in the economic realm, such as in case of private 

property, there are more explicit conceptions of it in natural-law philosophy. The first and only 

example of a direct divine intervention in commerce comes from Grotius. In De jure praedae 

commentarius (or De Indis, as it was originally provisionally entitled), his first major work on 

natural law, Grotius reports several times about the role of Godȭs providence in the Dutch voyage to 

the East Indies and the attack on a Portuguese ship. According to the author, the Dutch would have 

engaged in a just war because the Portuguese prevented them from trading with the East Indies 

while the natural law mandated freedom of trade and navigation. It was God, Grotius argues later 

on in the book, who intervened in the Dutch commercial situation and revealed to them the trading 

opportunities in the East Indies. When the Spaniards interrupted the commercial activities of the 

$ÕÔÃÈȟ Ȱ'ÏÄ (ÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÂÙ (ÉÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÆÁÖÏÕÒ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ $ÕÔÃÈȟ ×ÈÏÓÅ 

commerce was then on the verge of ruin. It is possible, indeed that Divine Beneficence was also 

making provision for the welfare of the East Indians, by willing that they should be encouraged to 

defy the fearful fame of the SpaniardsȱȢ 'ÒÏÔÉÕÓ ÁÄÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÄ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÉÏÕÓ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȟ 

since by giving the East Indians ÁÓ Á ÔÒÁÄÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ $ÕÔÃÈȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ ×ÅÒÅ Ȱat the same time 

ÇÉÖÅÎ ÁÎ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÑÕÁÉÎÔ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÅ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÐÅÒÖÅÒÔÅÄ ÆÁÉÔÈȱȢ He goes on to 

ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÃÁÓÅ ÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÄÅÎÉÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ0ÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÅÄ ÁÔ ÁÎ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ on 

behalf of the Dutch, pointing out regions where one might seek the very articles already long sought 

ÁÔ ÆÁÒ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÁÍÉÄ ÐÅÒÉÌÓ ÇÒÁÖÅÒ ÂÙ ÌÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÎ ÂÙ ÓÅÁȱȢ95 All in all, God was thus on the side of 

the Dutch and breathed new life into their commercial activities. Historical accounts of divine 

providence like this cannot be found in the books of the other natural-law philosophers. 

 

Providence and free trade 

 

Another, closely related idea of divine providence in the economic realm is that of free trade as the 

international law of God, as an English politician summarized it in the nineteenth century. Divine 

providence would have assigned different natural resources and products to different countries 

and regions so as to make people mutually dependent for their subsistence and to promote the 

                                                           
94 Locke, Two Treatises of Government, bk. 2, ch. 5, §39. 
95 Hugo Grotius, Commentary on the Law of Prize and Booty (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2006), ch. 15 (pp. 465-466). 
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universal brotherhood of man.96 Or, in a modern translation, God designed natural conditions such 

that international commerce could become mutually profitable. As Viner shows, this idea is not a 

modern invention but stems from the classical philosophers. The first full expression of it can be 

found in Libaniusȭ (fl. 314-294) Orationes, where he writes : Ȱ'ÏÄ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÓÔÏ× ÁÌÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓ ÕÐÏÎ 

all parts of the earth, but distributed His gifts over different regions, to the end that men might 

cultivate a social relationship because one would have need of the help of another. And so he called 

commerce into being, that all men might be able to have common enjoyment of the fruits of earth, 

ÎÏ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄȱ (quoted in Viner). The idea was taken over however by theologians 

such as Sts. Basil, Chrysostom, Theodorus and Ambrose, who gave it a Christian twist. In the 

sixteenth and seventeenth century the idea of a divine interest in free trade gained popularity. As 

we will  see in the next chapter, it was no less than a commonplace in mercantilist writings . But also 

Grotius and Pufendorf employed the idea for their own purposes. 

Grotius, in the first place, introduces the idea to argue for an open access to all nations. In 

his De jure praedae commentarius, he states that it is permissible for the Dutch to carry on their 

trade with any other nation. ȰFor God has not willed that nature shall supply every region with all 

the necessities of life; and furthermore, He has granted pre-eminence in different arts to different 

nations. Why are these things so, if not because it was His will that human friendship should be 

ÆÏÓÔÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ȣȩȱȢ97 Since it is part of the design of divine providence 

that one nation supplies the needs of another, anyone who abolishes this system of exchange and 

mutual friendship does violence to nature herself. There are sufficient indications, the author 

believes, that nature had indeed granted every nation access to other nations. Firstly, God has 

encircled different lands with navigable oceans and, secondly, the winds do not always blow in the 

same region and direction. These arguments appear to be based on Virgil and Seneca. According to 

ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÒÅÍÅ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÂÙ nature resides in these facts: that by means of the 

winds she brings together peoples who are scattered in different localities, and that she distributes 

the sum of her gifts throughout various regions in such a way as to make reciprocal commerce a 

necessiÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÒÁÃÅȱȢ98 Therefore, Grotius concludes, the right to engage in 

commerce applies to everyone. In De jure belli ac pacis, he similarly speaks of a liberty or right of 

passing for persons and goods and merchandize. This time Grotius cites from Libanius and 

concludes that to take away commerce would break the bond that ties mankind together. 

Pufendorf, in the second place, cites the words from Libanius iÎ Á ÆÏÏÔÎÏÔÅ ÔÏ Á ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ȰÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÄÕÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ But the context is the same as in Grotius. According to Pufendorf, 

every man should be allowed to procure for himself, either by money, work, exchange or contract, 

those goods that contribute to the convenience of life. It is therefore contrary to the law of nations 

to deny others access to ports and local markets. 'ÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÒÁÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ 

promote the interest of all nations, by supplying the unkindness of the soil, which is not everywhere 

alike fertile, and by making those fruits seem to be born in all places of the world, which are to be 

ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÏÎÅȱȟ ȰÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÎÙ ÁÎÙ ÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ 

ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÕÒ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÆÆÏÒÄÓ ÆÏÒ ÏÕÒ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȱȢ99 However, for Pufendorf this is 

not to say that there can be no restrictions or restraints in trade. It is merely a duty to share with 

others those goods which are absolutely necessary for the support of life. As it comes to luxury 

goods that relate to the pleasure and superfluity of life, however, Ȱ×Å ÍÁÙ fairly exclude others 

from trafficking wit h ÕÓȱȢ The latter remark makes clear that Pufendorf, as well as Grotius, did not 

support free trade in the sense we understand it today. The idea of divine providence in free trade 

                                                           
96 #ÆȢ 6ÉÎÅÒȭÓ Role of Providence, pp. 32-54, Studies in the Theory of International Trade (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1937), 

pp. 100-ρπσ ÁÎÄ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔÕÁÌ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÌÁÉÓÓÅÚ ÆÁÉÒÅȭȟ Journal of Law and Economics, vol. 3 (1960), p. 48. 
97 Grotius, Commentary, ch. 12 (pp. 302-303). 
98 Grotius, Commentary, ch. 7 (pp. 303-304). 
99 Samuel Pufendorf, Of the Law of Nature and Nations (London, 1710), bk. 3, ch. 3, sec. 11 (unfortunately, I did not have 

access to a modern edition of this book). 
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was mainly invoked to argue against unjust restrictions of trade, such as monopolies on trade 

routes and fishing areas. 

 

Providence and the supply of necessities 

 

A final idea of economic divine providence is that God provided for an abundant supply of 

necessities and by doing so made them cheap. It can only be found in Pufendorf and Locke. As Viner 

observes, the idea of a providential relative abundance of necessities has pagan origins. Plato, for 

example, argued that rare things have a high price, whereas water as the best of all things is also the 

cheapest. Viner seems to wrong, however, if he writes that Pufendorf discovered this idea in the 

1670ȭs in a book by Vitruvius , a classical Roman architect from the first century B.Cȟ ȰÁÎÄ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÄ 

ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÅÎÔÈÕÓÉÁÓÍȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒ ÍÁÙ ÖÅÒÙ well be true, but Pufendorf already introduced the 

idea in his Elementum jurisprudentiae universalis from 1660. In a chapter on value and money, he 

ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÂÙ Á ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ÐÒÏÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ [singulari providentia naturae], those things which 

our life cannot do without are rather accorded the less worth, because nature presents a bounteous 

ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍȱȢ100 Equally interestingly is the fact that his discussion is largely based on Grotius. 

And indeed, 'ÒÏÔÉÕÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ which are the most necessary, 

are, on the account of their plenty, abundantly cheaper; which Seneca illustrates by several 

ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓȱȢ101 There is neither a mention here of divine providence nor of Vitruvius. In De jure 

naturae et gentium, the book from the 1670ȭs, Pufendorf indeed repeats the idea and now quotes 

from Vitrivius the architect. According to the latter, Ȱthe divine providence has contrived, that it 

should not be dear, or hard to be got, as are pearls, gold, silver and other things, which neither our 

body, nor [our] nature requires: but as for those things we cannot safely be without, she has 

plentifully dispersed throughout the worldȱȢ102 Pufendorf explains that luxuries, in contrast to 

necessary goods, usually have to be brought from distant places and remote countries and are 

therefore ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÏÂÔÁÉÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÍÁËÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÓÅÔ ȰÅØÔÒÁÖÁÇÁÎÔȱ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅÍȢ 

 According to Viner, one ȰÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÒÕÓÈ ÁÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

necessities as merely pious folklore iÎÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ Á ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÈÁÎÄÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁȱȢ103 It 

is true that Pufendorfȭs idea somehow confuses cause and effect and explains scarcity in terms of 

having a luxury status instead of the other way around. But to anticipate on the final section of this 

chapter, the idea continued to be expounded by important economic thinkers. Locke, for example, 

employed the idea too. In Some Considerations of the Consequences of the Lowering of Interest and 

the Raising the Value of Money, a throughout economic tract, in the middle of a discussion of why 

ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÆÌÕÃÔÕÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÁÒË ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ Ȱthat the best, and most useful things are commonly the 

cheapest; because, though their consumption be great, yet the bounty of providence has made, their 

production large, anÄ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÉÔȱȢ104 After Locke, the idea was mentioned by Daniel Defoe, 

Francis Hutcheson (the teacher of Adam Smith), and, without reference to divine providence, by 

Smith himself.  

 

3.5.  Importance  for (the science of) economics  

 

Whereas some historians of economics overlooked the importance of natural-law philosophy for 

their subject, nowadays there seems to be a general consensus that the natural-law philosophers 

ÔÁËÅ Á ËÅÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ (ÕÔÃÈÉÓÏÎ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÅntral, 

                                                           
100 Pufendorf, Elements of Universal Jurisprudence, bk. 1, def. 10, sec. 1. 
101 Grotius, Rights of War and Peace, bk. 2, ch. 12, sec. 14, §1. 
102 Pufendorf, Law of Nature and Nations, bk. 5, ch. 1, sec. 6. 
103 Viner, Role of Providence, p. 31. 
104 John Locke, Some Considerations of the Consequences of the Lowering of Interest and the Raising the Value of Money 

(London, 1691), unknown page. 
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fundamental importance of the economics analysis of the natural-ÌÁ× ÓÃÈÏÏÌȱ,105 which is in line 

with Bonar, who claimed earlier ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÃÅ ×Å ÓÔÕÄÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× Ȱɍ×ɎÅ ÁÒÅ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ 

face to face with the principles that have moulded economical theory more than all others in 

ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÔÉÍÅÓȱȢ Where, actually, does this importance consist in? Among the numerous 

contributions of natural-law philosophy to economics, the following three may be the most 

important.  

 The first contribution of the natural -law philosophers is that they transmitted a long 

tradition of ancient and scholastic economic thought.106 Fundamental economic concepts that we 

find already in Aristotle and Aquinas, such as value, price, interest, scarcity and utility, were again 

discussed an early modern context. By doing so, the natural-law philosophers passed on their 

methods and views to later schools of economic thought. Not only the eighteenth-century 

physiocrats such as François Quesnay but also Smith and Léon Walras, to name two influential 

economists, were clearly influenced by natural-law philosophy. A first indication for this influence 

is the fact that the place of economic thought among the Ȭsciencesȭ since the Middle Ages hardly 

changed. Even far after the emergence of economics as a science, economic thought was still taught 

as a part of moral philosophy. A second, more important observation is that later economists took 

over the ideas of the natural-law philosophers. Smith, for example, who was familiar with Grotiusȭs 

and Pufendorfȭs works himself, adopted the ideas of a natural price, private property rights and 

commercial sociability. 

A second contribution is that they introduced the idea of laws of nature in the economic 

realm.107 Some of the natural-law philosophers merely pointed at the relevance of a natural law for 

economic affairs. Human beings would be subject to a set of universal and invariant socio-economic 

natural laws inherent in human nature. It was Locke who explicitly carried over the idea into 

economics.108 For him, there is a parallel between economics and physics. Both physical laws of 

nature and economic laws of nature would be a manifestation of an overarching natural law. In the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the idea of economic laws of nature became more to the 

fore. Interestingly, the physiocrats and some of the classical economists alike still related them to 

divine providence. 4ÈÅÙ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÓÐÏËÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ȰÏÒÄÅÒ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÄÅÎÏÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ 

ȰÏÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȱȟ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ Ȱ×ÉÓÄÏÍ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱ. 

A final contribution of the natural-law philosophers is their association of private economic 

interests with the public welfare of society. They suggest not only that society owes its existence 

and persistence to the enablement and protection of the pursuit of private economic interests, but 

also that these interests will benefit society as a whole. In this respect it is illustrative that Hobbes 

in the introduction of his Leviathan portrays civil society as a single artificial man whose strength is 

based on the wealth and riches of all the particular members. The idea that manȭs freedom to 

pursue his own economic interests as well promotes social welfare through the operations of a 

natural law, already began to emerge in the second half of the sixteenth century.109 However, this 

new Ȭliberalȭ interpretation of natural law was more explicitly formulated by the seventeenth 

natural-law philosophers, notably by Hobbes and Locke. Commentators like Tawney relate this 

change in the meaning of natural law to the growth of a spirit of economic individualism. Where 

                                                           
105 Hutchison, Before Adam Smith, p. 99; Bonar, Philosophy and Political Economy, p. 72. 
106 #ÆȢ $Å 2ÏÏÖÅÒȟ Ȭ3ÃÈÏÌÁÓÔÉÃ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȡ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅȭȟ *ÅÆÆÒÅÙ 4Ȣ 9ÏÕÎÇ ÁÎÄ "ÁÒÒÙ 'ÏÒÄÏÎȟ Ȭ%ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÊÕÓÔÉÃÅ 

in the natural law traditioÎȡ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ !ÑÕÉÎÁÓ ÔÏ &ÒÁÎÃÉÓ (ÕÔÃÈÅÓÏÎȭȟ Journal of the History of Economic Thought, vol. 14, no. 

1 (1992), pp. 1-16; Alejandro A. Chafuen, Faith and Liberty: the Economic Thought of the Late Scholastics (Lanham: 

,ÅØÉÎÇÔÏÎ "ÏÏËÓȟ ςππσɊȠ *ÅÆÆÒÅÙ 4Ȣ 9ÏÕÎÇȟ Ȭ,Á× ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎȭȢ 
107 #ÆȢ 0ÉÅÒÒÅ 3ÔÒÕÖïȟ Ȭ,ȭÉÄïÅ ÄÅ ÌÏÉ ÎÁÔÕÒÅÌÌÅ ÄÁÎÓ ÌÁ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ïÃÏÎÏÍÉÑÕÅȭȟ 2ÅÖÕÅ ÄȭÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÑÕÅȟ vol. 35, no. 3 (1921), pp. 

294-τψςȠ /Ȣ(Ȣ 4ÁÙÌÏÒȟ Ȭ%ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ×Óȭȟ Quarterly Journal of Economics, vol. 44, no. 1 (1929), pp. 1-

σω ÁÎÄ Ȭ%ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ jus naturaleȭȟ Quarterly Journal of Economics, vol. 44, no. 2 (1930), pp. 205-241. 
108 Letwin, Origins of Scientific Economics, pp. 171-181. 
109 !ÌÆÒÅÄ &Ȣ #ÈÁÌËȟ Ȭ.ÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÁ× ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓÅ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÓÍ ÉÎ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭȟ Journal of Political Economy, vol. 59, no. 4 

(1951), pp. 332-347. 
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ȰɍÔɎÈÅ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎÖÏËÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÅÄÉÅÖÁÌ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓ ÁÓ Á ÍÏÒÁÌ ÒÅÓÔÒÁÉÎÔ ÕÐÏÎ ÓÅÌÆ-ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȱȟ 

ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ ,ÏÃËÅ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎÖÏËÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ×ÈÙ 

self-interÅÓÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÆÒÅÅ ÐÌÁÙȱȢ110 It does not need much explanation that the identification 

of private and social economic interests was a lasting contribution to economics. It suffices here to 

refer to the ideas of Mandeville and Smith. 

What about the importance of their  views on divine providence? In order to answer this 

question it should be concluded first that the natural-law philosophers came up with an remarkable 

economic interpretation of divine providence. As we have seen, they among others suggested that 

God created the earth in such a way that international trade would be beneficial, that God allowed 

for certain economic developments such as the emergence of private property, and that God 

Himself intervened in economic affairs as in the case of the Dutch East India trade. Although some 

of these ideas stem from classical antiquity, they must have been quite innovative in the early 

modern period. After all, as it came to (the necessary evils of) trade and commerce, medieval 

thinkers were much more suspicious. They at any rate would not ascribe to God such a direct role 

in economic affairs. The seventeenth-century natural-law philosophers, in contrast, suggest a direct 

Godly involvement in the socio-economic realm. The cultural development of mankind, including 

the emergence of economic institutions and the intensification of trade and commerce, would not 

only be permitted by God but was also taken to be part of a divine plan. As I see it, in an age where 

religion still occupied a central place, the natural-law philosophers could not come up with a better 

argument for their commercial concerns than that divine providence itself played a role in them. 

It can thus be argued that natural-law philosophy provided a religious legitimation for the 

commercialization of society. In the case of an alleged divine interest in commerce as a means of 

promoting the universal brotherhood of man, it is quite clear that this idea served as a serious 

economic argument. Writers like Grotius and Pufendorf did not expound it as an ornamental 

expression but to influence national and international economic policy. For example, Grotiusȭs Mare 

liberum ÏÐÅÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ/ÕÒ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÉÓ ÓÈÏÒÔÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

ÌÁ×ÆÕÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ (ÏÌÌÁÎÄÅÒÓ ȣ ÔÏ ÓÁÉÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ )Îdians as they do and entertain traffic with them. We will 

lay this certain rule of the law of nations as the foundation, the reason whereof is clear and 

ÉÍÍÕÔÁÂÌÅȡ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÌÁ×ÆÕÌ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙ ÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÄÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔȱȢ111 The authors 

subsÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÄÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ'ÏÄ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÁÆÔÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ 

seen in the previous section follow. It is difficult to determine how powerful such arguments have 

been, but they at least presented a new conception of divine providence that favored commerce. 

The same holds true for the idea of a divine underpinning of private property. In his theory of 

ȰÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÉÖÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÓÍȱȟ Crawford Macpherson argued that Hobbesȭs and Lockeȭs political 

economy cleared the way for capitalism.112 If this is true, then Lockeȭs religious justification for the 

accumulation of private property may not have been unimportant. Again, in an age where religion 

was still an important point of reference, an appeal to a Godly command to subdue and appropriate 

the earth must have made an impression. 

The ideas of divine providence in natural-law philosophy were also lasting contributions to 

economic thought itself. In the discussion of a providential abundance of necessaries, I already 

remarked that this idea survived in economics for almost two centuries. The same is true for the 

idea of a divine dispersion of resources and products so as to promote commerce and the 

unification of mankind. In his book The Role of Providence in the Social Order, Viner shows that after 

the seventeenth century it was still employed by economists of note such as Defoe, Robert Torrens, 

Nassau  Senior  and  Von  Thünen. The most recent statements of Libaniusȭs idea that he found were  

 

                                                           
110 Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, p. 183. 
111 Hugo Grotius, The Free Sea (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2004), ch. 1. 
112 Crawford B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism. Hobbes to Locke (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1962). 
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Figure 6 ɀ Hugo Grotius, Mare libervm sive de ivre qvod batavis competit  

ad indicana commercia (Lugduni Batavorum, 1609), pp. 1 and 2. 
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in a theological treatise from 1887 and a political speech from 1894. In an indirect sense the 

 worldly interpretation of divine providence may have been a religious stimulus to economic 

thinking. In the eighteenth century, the natural sciences and political economy alike were often 

seen as forms or natural theology, i.e. the attempt to prove the existence and providence of God 

through the observation of nature. From this perspective, economic thought could contribute to the 

knowledge of God. This seems not to be the case in seventeenth-century economic thought, but 

Ȭdiscoveriesȭ such as the providential relative abundance of necessaries may have been the first 

occasions for such a theology.  
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4 

Mercantilism 
and divine providence 

 
 
 
4.1.  Introduction  
 

A different stream of seventeenth-century economic thought that can be related to the idea of 

divine providence, but to which Taylor does not pay attention in his work, is mercantilism. 

Mercantilism or mercantilist economics is usually used as a collective noun to describe the 

economic thought of the period between the Middle Ages and the end of the Enlightenment, say 

1500-1800. It is a problematic and ambiguous term, though, because it is used to describe certain 

economic policies as well as the economic ideas about those policies. These policies, in turn, had no 

uniform aim and mercantilist economic ideas differed in time and place. In contrast to the natural-

law philosophers, mercantilist writers were not exclusively part of the upper class, but could be 

found among academics, government officials, lawyers as well as merchants, farmers and 

adventurers. To make it even more complex, historians of economics moreover distinguish 

between different streams of thought within mercantilism such as balance-of-trade theorists and 

political arithmeticians in England, Colbertism in France and Cameralism in Germany. The moral of 

the story is clear: although the Ȭismȭ in mercantilism suggests otherwise, the existence of 

mercantilist school of economic thought is out of the question. It is as Eli Heckscher puts it in the 

opening words of his book Mercantilismȡ Ȱ-ÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÅØÉÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ #ÏÌÂÅÒÔ ÏÒ 

Cromwell existed. It is only an instrumental concept which, if aptly chosen, should enable us to 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÔÈÁÎ ×Å ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ÍÉÇÈÔȱȢ113 

In this chapter, mercantilism is nevertheless treated as if it was an undifferentiated 

movement for the purpose of explaining the role that contributors to this tradition saw for divine 

providence. There were clearly different manifestations of mercantilism, but they are not important 

for this thesis. This chapter presents mercantilism as a seventeenth-century alternative to both 

natural-law philosophy and liberal economic thought (as discussed in the next chapter) with that it  

is characterized by certain nationalistic tenets. In order to understand the arguments made in later 

sections, these tenets are discussed in the next section (§4.2), providing an overview of 

mercantilism. In the following  section (§4.3), the relationship between mercantilism and religion in 

general will be reviewed. Subsequently (§4.4) mercantilist economics will be related to divine 

providence. As I will show, in mercantilist writings  no less than six different conceptions or 

contexts of divine providence can be distinguished. Especially in the English literature the idea of a 

divine providence in economic affairs abounds. In the final section (§4.5) the importance of 

mercantilism and its attitudes towards divine providence in particular for the science of economics 

will be discussed. In general, this chapter focuses mainly (but not exclusively) on English 

mercantilist thought. It was in England after all where the intellectual activity was concentrated, 

given the fact that this country saw the largest number of economic writings during this period. 

 

 

                                                           
113 Eli F. Heckscher, Mercantilism, 2nd ed. (London/ New York: George Allen & Unwin/ Macmillan , 1955 [1931]), bk. 1, p. 19. 

Transl. of Merkantilismen. Ett led i den ekonomiska politikens historia (Stockholm: P. A. Norstedt & Soners, 1931). 
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4.2.  Overview of mercantilis m 

 

What do we mean by mercantilist economics? An effective way to characterize mercantilism is to 

discuss what used to be one of its main texts in Austria and Germany, namely Oesterreich über alles 

wann es nur will (1684). In this magnum opus, publicist and pamphleteer Philipp von Hörnigk 

(1640-1714) proposes a set of nine principle rules to stimulate the economy of Austria, which sum 

up some of the main tenets of mercantilism pretty well. Incidentally, these rules are closely similar 

to the twelve principles formulated by Thomas Mun fifty years before in his Englandȭs Treasure by 

Forraign Tradeȟ ÂÕÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ȰÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÇÏÏÄȱ ÏÆ England. 

The title and subtitle Ȱwohlmeinender Fürschlag, wie mittelst einer wolbestellten Lands-

Oeconomie, die Kayserl. Erbland in kurzem über alle andere Staat von Europa zu erheben, und 

mehr als einiger derselben von denen andern independent zu macheȱ of Von Hörnigkȭs book 

immediately reveal the first characteristic of mercantilism. Like other mercantilists, Von Hörnigk is 

concerned with the development of the Landes-Oeconomie, i.e. national economy. Due to the 

intensification of international trade, the discovery of new maritime trade routes and ongoing 

colonization among other things, the arising nation states were conceived of as economic rivals in 

an enduring competitive struggle. The task of mercantilist writers, whether or not self-imposed, 

was accordingly to look after the economic interests of their own country. Mercantilism as a stream 

of economic thought may therefore be defined as ȰÔÈÅ ÄÏÃÔÒÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉon of merchant-

ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÆÆÁÉÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ114 Taking into account 

that their writings deal with the enrichment of the own nation state at the expense of other 

countries, it is appropriate to call the mercantilists nationalistic. Still, Von Hörnigk believes that the 

ȰÒÅÁÓÏÎÁÂÌÅÓÓȱ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÎÉÎÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ Ȱis obvious to every man of 

ÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÃÅȱ.115 

The first rule, introducing another aspect of mercantilism, is that ȰÇÏÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÌÖÅÒ ÏÎÃÅ ÉÎ 

ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ȣ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÎÏ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÏÕÔ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ȣȟ ÂÕÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ 

ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÉÎ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ For mercantilist writers gold and silver were the most desirable form of 

wealth, because they tended to conceive of the welfare of their nation state in terms of the amount 

of precious metals that it possessed. I deliberately speak of a tendency here, since the charge that 

mercantilists as a group would have confused wealth and bullion is widespread but incorrect. It is 

true, in the seventeenth century the idea existed that there was a limited quantity of economic 

resources available in the world, which made it tempting to accumulate a stock of precious metals. 

However, gold and silver could be turned into money as well, which might have been just as 

important. To increase the money supply could be necessary to stimulate production or 

employment or simply to pay armies and maintain navies. Now gold and silver could be mined in 

other parts of the world or captured by naval wars, but the most peaceful way was to exchange it 

with foreign countries for domestic goods. A second rule of Von Hörnigk is accordingly that 

ȰÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÎÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÓÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭs superfluous goods to these 

foreigners in manufactured form, so fÁÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÇÏÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÌÖÅÒȱȢ The author not 

for nothing adds Ȱin manufactured formȱ here, for the export of goods in unfinished form resulted 

in the outflow of the earnings of the wages of manufacture too. As a consequence, governments as a 

rule tried to prohibit the exportation of raw materials.  

The other side of the coin of the mercantilist emphasis on exports is an aversion to imports. 

After all, the importation of goods generally impl ied an outflow of gold and silver. Mercantilist  

writers refer to this tension between imports and exports as the Ȱbalance of tradeȱ. In order to 

                                                           
114 Mark Perlman & Charles R. McCann Jr., The Pillars of Economic Understanding. Ideas and Traditions (Ann Arbor: University 

of Michigan Press, 1998), p. 79. 
115 %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ Ȭ!ÕÓÔÒÉÁ /ÖÅÒ !ÌÌ )Æ 3ÈÅ /ÎÌÙ 7ÉÌÌȭȟ ÉÎ !ÒÔÈÕÒ %Ȣ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ɉÅÄȢɊȟ Early Economic Thought. Selected 

Writings from Aristotle to Hume (New York: Dover, 2006 [1924]), pp. 223-243. Please note that I changed the order of Von 

HörnigkȭÓ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÅØÐÏÓÉÔÏÒÙ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓȢ 
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improve this balance, an increase of the surplus of exports over imports was seen as necessary. The 

so-called Ȭfear of goodsȭ, or foreign goods more specifically, is embodied in several of Von Hörnigkȭs 

ÒÕÌÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÒÕÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÍÁËÅ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓȟ ȣ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓ ÁÓ ÆÁÒ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÒÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÎ 

case such purchases were indispensable because of necessity or irremediable use, they should be 

obtained from these foreigners at first hand, so far as possible, and not for gold or silver, but in 

ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÆÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ ×ÁÒÅÓȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÆÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÓÕÃÈ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ Ãommodities should in this case be 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÕÎÆÉÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÆÏÒÍȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÉØÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÎÏ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ 

ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÏÆ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÌÅ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅȱȢ Each 

of these principle rules either intend to promote the inflow of precious metals, to prevent their 

outflow or to keep the wages of manufacture. In terms of government regulation, the importation of 

raw materials which could not be obtained domestically was usually encouraged and the 

importation of finished goods subjected to taxes and tolls. 

Since a surplus of exported finished goods was regarded beneficial, an effective domestic 

production of these goods was more than desirable. Von Hörnigkȭs seventh and eight rule are 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ Ȱto inspect the countryȭs soil with the greatest care, and not to leave the agricultural 

ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÒ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÃÏÒÎÅÒ ÏÒ ÃÌÏÄ ÏÆ ÅÁÒÔÈ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱall commodities found in a 

country, which cannot be used in their natural state, should be worked up within tÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȱȢ 

Sometimes agriculture, mining and industry for this very reason received subsidies from the 

government. Internal taxes and tolls, in turn, were avoided as much as possible to encourage the 

inland movement of goods. In order to encourage domestic production, mercantilist writers also 

stressed the importance of a large and industrious population. A ninth  ÒÕÌÅ ȰÆÏÒ ÃÁÒÒÙÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÁÂÏÖÅ Ô×Ï ÒÕÌÅÓȱ ÉÓ therefore that Ȱthere will be need of people, both for producing an cultivating 

the raw materials and for working them upȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ, that 

it may be as large as the country can supportȱȢ Austriaȭs population, Von Hörnigk could not resist to 

addȟ ȰÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÌÌ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÄÌÅÎÅÓÓȱȢ Also for this ideal of high levels of 

population and industriousness laws were enacted. 

This overview of mercantilism cannot be concluded without a short remark on 

colonization. Whereas Mun, who became a director of the East India Company, in his Englandȭs 

Treasure explicitly names colonial trade as one of the sources of treasure, Von Hörnigk only 

mentions the import of Indian spices as an exception to his rule to do without foreign products. But 

in general, it is safe to say that mercantilist writers favored colonization. Colonial Ȭtradeȭ allowed for 

the importation of raw materials that were not available in the home country, the importation of 

luxury goods for domestic use or resale in other countries and the exportation of domestic goods. In 

fact, colonization was not infrequently understood as a divine duty, as we will see later on. 

 

4.3.  Mercantilism and religion  

 

Unfortunately, there is not much written on the mercantilist attitude towards religion. If it comes 

up for discussion, though, most historians of economics take it to be a negative one. Heckscher, an 

authority on mercantilist economics, calls mercantilism itself ȰÁ ÎÅ× ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȱ ÆÏÒ Ȱin deifying the 

ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÔ ÏÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÅÖÁÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÄ ×ÏÒÓÈÉÐÐÅÄ ÁÔ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÈÒÉÎÅÓȱȢ116 Also Roger 

Backhouseȟ ÉÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓÅ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÌÁÙ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÕÎÄÅÒÌÙÉÎÇ ȰÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ 

secular outlook, reflected in new attitudes to both science and politics which had profound effects 

ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȱȢ117 Both statements are in line with 

Tawneyȭs  views  in  his Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, which may the most extensive account of  

 

                                                           
116 Heckscher, Mercantilism, bk. 2, p. 155. 
117 Roger E. Backhouse, The Penguin History of Economics (London/New York: Penguin Books, 2002), p. 66. 
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Figure 7 ɀ Bartholomew Ashwood, The Heavenly Trade or  

the Best Merchandizing (London, 1679), title page. 
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the relationship between religion and mercantilist economics. Despite the fact that mercantilism 

 owed a considerable debt to medieval discussions of money and prices, Tawney in two respects 

observes a sharp contrast between scholastic and mercantilist economics. The first is that in 

mercantilism economic interests are no longer subordinate to the highest good of salvation and the 

second that economic conduct is no longer necessarily subject to the rules of morality. 

Mercantilism, in sum, meant a break with the moral economy of the Middle Ages.  

 The story told by Tawney is that of an increasing divorce between religious theory and 

economic realities. The sixteenth as well as the seventeenth-century church, both Catholic and 

Protestant, was still heavily orientated on the Middle Ages, during which religion embraced all 

aspects of human life and socio-economic morality was still the province of the church. As regards 

economic thought, the inheritance from the Middle Ages consisted of the economic systems of the 

schoolmen, who in their economic casuistry tried to distinguish right economic conduct from 

wrong. However, these systems could not keep up with the new early modern questions of 

economic progress. Due to new economic circumstances such as an increase in wealth, expansion of 

trade and concentration of financial power as well as a secularization of social and political 

philosophy, the church began to lose grip on the new economic reality. Another potential problem 

for the medievally-orientated church was the emergence of an objectifying economic science. 

Whereas divines still relied on the Bible, Church Fathers and the scholastics doctors, lay writers 

began to discuss agriculture, (international) trade and market from a mainly worldly perspective. 

Tensions between the teachings of the church and the prevalent economic practice were inevitable. 

Ȱ4ÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÅÄÉÅÖÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȱȟ 4Á×ÎÅÙ 

ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ȰÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓȟ ÉÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÅÃÏÎomic 

expediencyȟ ȣ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ ÓÔÁÒÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÍÏÒÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÅØÐÅÄÉÅÎÃÙ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÓÕÂÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅÄȱȢ118  

 How did this breach between the medieval outlook and the new economic reality express 

itself in mercantilist  economic thought?119 In the first place, mercantilism meant an all-embracing 

focus on welfare, which was conceived of in purely materialistic and economic terms. Rather than 

the well-being of the family or the small community, the welfare of the state was placed in the 

centre. This implied that, whenever possible, the economic conduct of individuals had to be 

directed at the interests of the state. In the second place, types of economic conduct which were 

once forbidden or subject to strict religious regulation became acceptable or less problematic. To 

give some examples, questions of usury were no longer discussed from an exclusive moral or 

religious perspective but as well on the basis of economic considerations, luxury was justified on 

economic grounds where it concerned the consumption of native commodities, and the love of gain 

came to be accepted as a weakness of human nature that could not be oppressed. But also the other 

way around, mercantilists criticized the church for stimulating idleness through a system of 

almsgiving, opposed celibacy for it would restrain the increase of population, and praised religious 

toleration for it could advance trade and more specifically allowed for the immigration of non-

Christian craftsmen. Ȱ4ÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍȱȟ (ÅÃËÓÃÈÅÒ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÚÅÓȟ ȰÍÁÄÅ 

economic policy antagonist to the church and priesthood, and on the other hand brought these into 

ÈÁÒÎÅÓÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍȱȢ )Î ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍȟ ȰÁÌÔÁÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÇÏÄÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ 

ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎÓȱ.120 

 

 

 

                                                           
118 Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, p. 52. 
119 Cf. Heckscher, Mercantilism, bk. 2, pp. 285-σπχ ÁÎÄ *ÏÙÃÅ /Ȣ !ÐÐÌÅÂÙȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÉÎ ÒÅÔÒÅÁÔȭȟ ÉÎ Economic Thought 

and Ideology in Seventeenth-Century England (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), ch. 3. 
120 Heckscher, Mercantilism, bk. 2, pp. 302 and 307. 
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4.4.  The role of  divine providence  

 

Whether or not mercantilism was a secular religion itself, as Heckscher suggest, is a question that 

cannot be answered here. But it is beyond doubt that its rise was accompanied by secularizing 

tendencies. However, this is not to say that religious motives did not play a role in mercantilist 

economics at all. Biblical commonplaces and quotations, for example, continue to illuminate the 

arguments of mercantilist writers. More important in the context of this thesis, references to divine 

providence were quite prominently present, as I will show in this section. Certainly not all well-

known mercantilist writers employed ideas of divine providence (I for example did not encounter 

them in Nicholas Barbon, John Graunt, Edmund Halley, Gregory King, William Fleetwood and 

Dudley North, to mention a few famous names), but at least a reasonable number of them. As is 

often the case in the history of thought, it is hard to determine whether these uses were merely 

ornamental or not. Yet, in many cases the invocation of divine providence clearly serves as a sort of 

premise in economic arguments. In the remainder of this section several of such contexts will be 

discussed. By quoting quite extensively from primary (mostly English) literature, I will try to make 

the importance of divine providence in mercantilism plausible. 

 

Providence and the order of nature 
 

The first category of statements in mercantilism about divine providence concern Godȭs creation in 

general. God is said to have created the earth for the benefits of mankind. This idea is clearly 

expressed in Gerard (de) Malynesȭs Consuetudo, vel, Lex Mercatoria. Ȱ4raffic and commerce 

(without navigation)ȱȟ ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ Ȱwould be of small moment: therefore even as God the author and 

creator of all things, has made of the waters and earth one perfect globe, for their more mutual 

ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÍÁÎÓ ÕÓÅȱȢ121 Later on in an appendix containing Ȱa collection of all sea-lawsȱ, Malynes 

sets out the same argument but then speaks of Godȭs disposition toward man of the Ȱfour elements, 

two to swim above his head, and two to lie under his feet: that is to say, the earth and water, both 

wonderfully for that effect ordered to the up-ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÄ Á ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ ÇÌÏÂÅȱ.122 Malynes (fl. 

1586-1626) was not just anybody. Together with Edward Misselden and Thomas Mun, he formed 

the great trio of early seventeenth-century merchant writers. His Consuetudo, a body of trading 

principles based on ancient custom and laws, went through at least three editions and was one of 

the most popular merchant handbooks of the seventeenth century. As we shall see, it is full of 

references to divine providence and these ideas must have reached a wide audience. 

 The mercantilist writers were particularly enthusiastic about the fact that God created the 

seas. The Italian priest Giovanni Botero (c. 1544-1617) suggests that when God created them he 

had the trade of mankind in mind. Ȱ)Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÉÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÔÒÕÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÄ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÔÅÒȱȟ ÈÅ ÒÅÍÁÒËÓȟ 

Ȱnot only for a necessary element to the perfection of nature, but more than so, for a most ready 

means to conduct and bring goods from one country to anotherȱ.123 In fact, Botero expresses here a 

much older association between the seas and the transportation of goods for commercial purposes. 

Already in ancient times, water transportation was easier and cheaper than land transportation, 

which made interregional and oversea commerce almost synonyms.124 The seas were not only 

praised for their suitability for transportation, but also for being a source of fish. In the seventeenth 

century, this idea was related to divine providence too. Malynes states in a chapter Ȱof the fishing 

tradeȱ that it  had pleased God to extend his blessing in the seas more than in all other things 

created and sees this reflected in the book of GenesisȢ 'ÏÄ ȰÓÁÉÄ ÏÆ ÆÉÓÈÅÓ ÉÎ Á ÐÅÃÕÌÉÁÒ ÐÈÒÁÓÅȟ ȬLet 

                                                           
121 Gerard Malynes, Consuetudo, vel, Lex Mercatoria: or, the Ancient Law-Merchant, 3rd ed. (London, 1686 [1622]), p. 130. 
122 Malynes, Consuetudo, p. 71. 
123 Giovanni Botero, A Treatise Concerning the Causes of the Magnificency and Greatness of Cities (R. Ockould and H. Tomes, 

1606), transl. by Robert Peterson, bk. 1, ch. 10. 
124 Viner, Role of Providence, p. 33. 
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the waters bring forth in abundance, everything that has lifeȭ; and willed them to increase and 

ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÆÉÌÌ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÔÅÒÓȢ ɉȣɊ 4ÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈ ÉÓ ÆÕÌÌȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÎÕÍÅÒÁÂÌÅȱȢ125 Nowhere 

else in His creation, the author argues, God spoke of an abundance. As the title of the chapter 

already betrays, this biblical fact ought to encourage Malynesȭs readers to establish the fishing 

trade. Especially for herrings, cod and lings, for these are the fish species Great Britain is the most 

blessed with. 

 Again in Malynes, we find another relationship between divine providence and the order of 

natureȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ȰGod by his divine providence had made all things subject to number, weight, 

and mÅÁÓÕÒÅȱ.126 For Malynes, this from an economic point of view at first glance irrelevant fact is 

Ȱmost necessaryȱ. After all, all worldly things are disposed by them and they allow to buy and sell, 

to establish contracts and agreements and to distinguish meum and teum. The Ȱnumber, weight and 

measureȱ concept becomes more interesting once we realize that William Petty (1623-1687), one 

of the key figures in the rise of economics as a science, uses exactly the same triplet to describe the 

core of his method of political arithmetic.  By reducing things to terms of number, weight and 

measure, he argues, they could be handled mathematically. As Letwin observes,127 the very choice 

of this triplet was not altogether modest, since it was already used during the Middle Ages to 

indicate the unity of Godȭs creation. In fact, the triplet is derived from the eleventh chapter of the 

book Wisdom of Solomon ×ÈÅÒÅ 'ÏÄ ÉÓ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ȰÈÁÖÅ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÁÎÄ 

×ÅÉÇÈÔȱȢ "ÕÔ it is possible that the triplet had a looser meaning in Pettyȭs time. In the seventeenth 

century it was at any rate more often used in a non-religious context. Abraham Liset, for example, 

ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÁÆÆÉÃȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÎÕÍÂÅÒȟ ×ÅÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅȱ without referring to divine 

providence.128 Still, Malynes is not the only author to make this connection. Also Roger Coke, a 

mercantilist writer with leanings to natural -law philosophy, in his A Discourse of Trade states that 

Ȱ'ÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÔÙȱȢ129 

 

Providence and particular blessings 

 

Most of the time divine providence is not used in the above sense in mercantilist writings , but 

invoked to describe a particular economic blessing of God for a specific country. Especially British 

writers are convinced of the special position of their kingdom in Godȭs benevolence. Andrew 

Yarranton (1619-1684) ÃÏÎÃÉÓÅÌÙ ÔÙÐÉÆÉÅÄ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄ ÁÓ ȰÁÎ ÉÓÌÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ 'ÏÄ ÁÎÄ nature had fitted for 

ÔÒÁÄÅȱȢ130 The duo God and nature not only keeps returning in Yarrantonȭs book. In the two kinds of 

trade, Samuel Fortrey (1622-1681) ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÏÎÅȟ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅȟ ÏÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȡ 

the other, our trade, or traffic abroad with strangers ȣ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÕÎÔÙ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ 

providence, this nation doth not only equal any neighbouring country, but far excels all in the most 

ÐÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÓȱȢ131 What are the bounties of nature writers like Yarranton and Fortrey are 

referring to? Fortrey explains that England has a Ȱstoreȱ consisting of both natural and artificial 

products which are either useful at home or valuable abroad. The former can be divided in three 

ÐÁÒÔÓȡ Ȱ&ÉÒÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÉÌȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÃÈÉÅÆÌÙ ÉÎ ÃÏÒÎ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÓÏÒÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ 

best sorts of cattle. Secondly, the product of our mines, of lead, tin, iron, coal, alum, and the like. 

Thirdly, the great plenty of fish our seas naturally afford, of which we might reap unknown 

ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÓȟ ×ÅÒÅ ÏÕÒ ÆÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÒÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÄȱȢ132 It makes sense to mention these product 

                                                           
125 Malynes, Consuetudo, ÐȢ ρφωȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ -ÁÌÙÎÅÓȟ 'ÏÄ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁÓ ȰÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÓÈ ÔÈÅÒÅÉÎȟ ÂÕÔ 
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here, because in mercantilist writ ings they are frequently related to divine providence. For 

example, Petty in his Political Arithmetick ÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÎ ÏÆ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄ Á ȰÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȱ and 

Josiah Child in his New Discourse of Trade states that EnglandȭÓ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÓȟ ÖÉÚȢ ×ÏÏÌÅn 

manufactures, tin, lead, fish, etcetera [are] inseparably annexed by Godȭs providence to this 

ËÉÎÇÄÏÍȱ.133  

 Let us for a moment zoom in on the fishing trade. As we have seen in Malynes, the 

providential origins of Englandȭs abundant fish store have been related to a divine economic plan. 

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȰÆÉÓÈÅÒÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÒÉÎÅÒȱ 4ÏÂÉÁÓ 'ÅÎÔÌÅÍÅÎ ɉÆÌȢ ρυφχ-1614), the fishing trade is 

Englandȭs way to win wealth. God did not only bless Great Britain with the proclamation of His 

gospel, but also with many economic advantages, including the natural fact of being surrounded by 

plenteous seas. Ȱ[I] t has pleased the Almighty Godȱȟ ÈÅ writesȟ Ȱto make us a happy nation, by 

blessing and enriching this noble kingdom with sweet dew of his heavenly word, truly and 

plentiful ly preached amongst us; and also in situating our country in a most wholesome climate and 

stored with many rich and pleasant treasures for our benefitȱȢ ȰIt seemedȱȟ the author continues, 

Ȱthat the wisdom of our gracious God, had reserved us as some precious gem unto himself in 

environing our country with the plenteous ocean seas and dividing of us [fro?] the whole continent 

of the rest of the inferior world, by our rich and commodious element of water, which in due 

ÓÅÁÓÏÎÓ ÙÉÅÌÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÕÓ ÉÎ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅȱȢ134 Gentleman not for nothing mentions water as a useful 

element for Britain. His book is an attempt to encourage his fellow countrymen to imitate the Dutch 

fishing trade. Seventeenth-century British  writers were puzzled by the Dutch economic success, 

who did not have a natural basis for wealth but would owe their great prosperity to the herring 

fishery.135  

In John Borough (d. 1646) we find a similar discussion of the Dutch fishing trade. After 

having discussed eight possible reasons for the Dutch success in this trade and the resulting 

increase of public revenue and wealth, Borough states in his Soveraignty of the British Seasȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ 

premises considered it makes much to the ignominy, and shame of our English nation, that God and 

nature offering us so great a treasure, even at our own doors, we do notwithstanding neglect the 

benefit thereof, and by paying money to strangers for the fish of our own sea, impoverish ourselves 

ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÒÉÃÈȱȢ136 It is clear, both Gentlemen and Borough relate the abundance of fish to 

divine providence and conceive of the fishing trade as a divine duty. 

Whereas these authors may be relatively unknown, similar ideas can be found in Josiah 

Child (1630-1699). Child was one of the most widely read seventeenth-century English Ȱmerchant 

economistsȱ, as Letwin calls him. In A Discourse of Trade, he takes up a theme from his earlier work, 

namely that a reduction of the maximum legal rate of interest is necessary to reverse the fact that 

ȰÔÈÅ $ÕÔÃÈ ÌÏ× ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȟ ÔÈrough our own supineness, has robbed us totally of all trade, not 

inseparably annexed to this kingdom by the benevolence of divine providence, and our act of 

ÎÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ137 One of those trades that England received by the bounty of God aÌÍÉÇÈÔÙ ÁÎÄ ȰÎÏÔ ÂÙ 

ÏÕÒ ×ÉÓÄÏÍ ÏÒ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȱȟ #ÈÉÌÄ ÁÒÇÕes, is the red herring fishery. It belongs to England by reason of 

two natural advantages, to wit  that the herrings swim on its coast from a great distance from the 

Dutch and must be smoked with wood, which can only be done in a woody country such as England. 

Ȱ4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÄ ÈÁÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÏÕÒ ÌÁÎÄ do counterpoise and overpoise the disproportion of 

interest, viz. 3 per cent, otherwise we might say, farewell red-ÈÅÒÒÉÎÇÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ×ÈÉÔÅȱȢ138 Most 

men would observe, Child believes, that it is evident that God fitted England wonderfully for a great 

                                                           
133 William Petty, Political Arithmetick (London, 1690), ii/ p. 45; Josiah Child, A New Discourse of Trade, 4th ed. (London, 

1698), preface. 
134 Tobias Gentleman, Englands Way to Win Wealth, and to employ Ships and Marriners (London, 1614), p. 2. 
135 Letwin, Origins of Scientific Economics, ch. 4. 
136 John Borough, The Soveraignty of the British Seas (London, 1686), p. 20. 
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progress in wealth and power and that the only means to arrive at both is to improve and advance 

trade.  

From Child, who amassed a fortune with the East India Company himself, it is a relatively 

small step to colonization. As said, mercantilist writers not infrequently understood the discovery 

of colonies and the establishment of plantations as a form of particular  divine providence. This is 

clearly reflected in all kinds of historical names. To give some examples, a group of English Puritans 

in 1629 founded the ȬProvidence Island Companyȭ in order to settle Providence Island (Nicaragua), 

a theologian and preacher Roger Williams in 1636 founded the ȬProvidence Plantationȭ in 

Providence Island (Rhode Island, USA) and today in the United States there are tens of places or 

areas, mostly located along the coast, called Providence or New Providence. Why, actually, was 

colonization often associated with divine providence? The main reason was obviously that it 

enlarged the kingdom and offered new trading possibilities, which were both conceived of as divine 

blessings. 

Two more subtle reasons can be found in Mun and Charles Davenant (or DȭAvenant), who 

where both personally involved in the East-India Company. In A Discourse of Trade, From England 

unto the East-Indies, Mun answers diverse objections against the East-India trade. It was the 

providence of the almighty God, he claims, which has given the kingdom of England so many worthy 

trades, including that unto the East-IndiÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ)Ô ×ÅÒÅ Á ÈÁÐÐÙ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 

Christendom (say many men) that the navigation to the East-Indies, by way of the Cape of Good 

ÈÏÐÅȟ ÈÁÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÏÕÔȱ ÆÏÒ ÉÔ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÎ ÁÎ ÏÕÔÆÌÏ× ÏÆ ÇÏÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÌÖÅÒ ÓÐÅÎÄ ÏÎ ÕÎÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ 

wares, is answered as follows. ȰBut by the providence of almighty God, the discovery of that 

navigation to the East-Indies by the Cape of Good-ÈÏÐÅ ȣ ÈÁÄ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÍÕÃÈ ÄÅÃÁÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔ 

ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅȟ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ )ÎÄÉÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 4ÕÒËÓ ȣȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÈÁÄ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ Á ÆÕrther happiness unto 

Christendom in general, and to the realm of England in particular, for the venting of more English 

commodities and for exporting of a less quantity of silver out of Europeȱ,139 after which Mun 

provides the necessary facts and numbers. In other words, Godȭs providence enabled the discovery 

of the East-)ÎÄÉÅÓ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 4ÕÒËÓ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÅÎÅÍÙ ÏÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÅÎÄÏÍȱ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ 

disadvantaged and the happiness of Christendom would grow.  

Davenant (1656-1714) puts forward an additional reason for the existence of plantations 

in his On the Plantation Trade. After the Reformation, he argues, many people moved from England 

to other European countries due to religious disagreements. Ȱ"ÕÔ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȱȟ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÓ, Ȱwhich 

contrives better for us than we can do for ourselves, has offered in the new world, a place of refuge 

for these, peradventure, mistake and misled people, where (as shall be showed by and by) their 

labour and industry is more useful to their mother kingdom, than if they had continued among 

ÕÓȱ.140 That is to say that God has a preference for labor and industry and therefore enclosed a new 

world. 

 

Providence and economic restrictions 
 

In the hands of more extreme mercantilists, as Viner calls them, this conception of particular  

providence became a genuine economic argument. Some mercantilist writers were pleading for 

restrictions on trade or a monopolization of certain industries exactly on the ground that God has 

blessed their country with certain bounties of nature. By doing so, they Ȱmanaged ingeniously to 

ÁÄÁÐÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ 0ÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÖÉÅ×ÓȱȢ141 I came across only three examples 

of such arguments in seventeenth-century texts. 
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A first illustration  comes from Von Hörnigk, who was probably the best-known German-

speaking mercantilist of his days and whose book we discussed already. He believed that the 

Austrian economy should operate independent of foreign countries and especially of French 

manufactures. In his tellingly entitled book Oesterreich über alles, Von Hörnigk answers the 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ Ȱ/ÕÒ !ÕÓÔÒÉÁÎ ÍÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÁÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÏÎÅÓȱ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó. ȰSuch a 

claim is in many cases a delusion of the devil, who is hostile to the prosperity of Austria. (ȣ) If you 

ask why wines are prohibited which are better than the domestic ones, and even cheaper, the 

answer will be: that the domestic gifts of Providence may be utilized and prudently consumed, not 

despised, thrown away, or ruined; that the highlands may be benefited, and the limited cultivation 

of vineyards, an important source of regalian ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅȟ ÍÁÙ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎÅÄȱȢ142 In other words, 

the importation of goods (wines, in this case) that can be obtained from domestic production and 

are apparently provided by divine providence should be prohibited.  

 The second and third example can be found in the Chronicon Rusticum-Commerciale, a 

collection of seventeenth and eighteenth-century memoirs of wool trade. In it, several authors give 

voice to the idea that England Ȱis by God peculiarizedȱ in the blessing of wool. An anonymous 

Ȱcountry tradesmanȱ opens his pamphlet The Ancient Trades Decayed, Repaired Again with the 

observation that God has given every country a particular commodity in abundance to encourage a 

certain trade, but England lost it because of a lack of industriousness. In case of England, God 

ÁÓÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÏÒ ×ÏÏÌÅÎ ÍÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÅȟ ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 'ÏÄ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ given us wool in 

abundance that makes cloth, but also another necessary material, viz. fuller earth; without which 

this commodity is not to bÅ ÍÁÄÅȱȢ143 4ÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒ ÁÄÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÏÌ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÔÁÌÅÎÔȟ 

which God has put into our hands to improve. And for want of such improvement it is, that God has 

in a great measure taken this trade from us, and given it to a people more industrious ÔÈÁÎ ×Å ÁÒÅȱȢ 

After which he goes on to describe how EnglandȭÓ ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ȰÒÅÐÁÉÒÅÄ ÁÇÁÉÎȱȢ The author 

thus pleads for a special, God-ordained position of the English wool industry.  

An unknown English author, finally, in a memoir on the linen and woolen manufactory 

ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎȟ 

seems to allot that to England, which was the first acceptable sacrifice to his omnipotence, that of 

the flock (...) Now to decline this, and set up another manufacture, looks like an extravagant 

mechanic, who by his improvidence had lost his own art, and thinks to retrieve this misfortune by 

taking up that of anotherȭs man. This is condemned in particular persons, and to be feared in a 

commuÎÉÔÙȢȱ144 He thus on the one hand claims that flocks of sheep were Godȭs foremost gift and on 

the other hand that to decline the English wool industry is an act of human improvidence. In trying 

to justify this argument of restriction, the author adds that trading privileges were very common in 

the early days of trade.  

 

Providence and free trade 

 

We now turn to another mercantilist context of references to divine providence that we have seen 

before in the natural-law philosophers, namely that (international ) trade and commerce have 

divine origins. To recall, God would have a divine interest in free trade because it makes people 

mutually dependent. It is not farfetched to state that this idea was a fashion in mercantilist writings. 

After all, mercantilist write rs keep on repeating the idea in almost identical words without 
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providing supportive arguments. As I will show in the remainder of this sub section, the idea of a 

divine interest in free trade is expounded by some of the best-known mercantilist writers.   

As was to be expected, Malynes was familiar with it. In a treatise about Ȱthe canker of 

Englandȭs commonwealthȱ, i.e. a trade deficit due to the undervaluation of English pounds in 

international exchanges, he still uses the idea of a divine interest in commerce in an informative 

way. In order to understand the original beginnings of trade and traffic, he writes, one need to take 

ÉÎÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ȰÔÈÁÔ God caused nature to distribute her benefits, or his blessings to several 

climates, supplying the bareness of some things in our country, with the fruitfulness and store of 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÃÈÁÎÇÅÁÂÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ×ÅÁÌ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÌÉÖÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȱ.145 In 

The Maintenance of Free Trade, Malynes reuses this formulation , but replaces Ȱour countryȱ wit h 

Ȱone countryȱ. Now the idea is put on the stage to argue against the views of Ȱsome statesman in 

Franceȱ who try to make their country  self-sufficient and to cut off foreign trade. This, according to 

Malynes, should not be the solution to the English decÁÙ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÉÎ ÓÈÏÒÔÁÇÅȢ Ȱ4ÒÕÅ ÉÔ ÉÓȱȟ ÈÅ 

ÓÔÁÔÅÓȟ ȰÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÄÅÎÉÅÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÁÎÙ ËÉÎÇÄÏÍ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÎȟ ÃÁÎ ÓÕÂÓÉÓÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȟ ÎÏÎÅ ÈÁÄ 

ÍÏÒÅ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÎËÓÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ËÉÎÇÄÏÍÓ ÏÆ 'ÒÅÁÔ "ÒÉÔÁÉÎ ÁÎÄ )ÒÅÌÁÎÄȱȟ146 after which 

the idea of Godȭs providence follows. It is simply the will of God that traffic and trade should be 

maintained and defended. 

 Earlier in the same year, Edward Misselden (fl. 1608-1656) in his Free Trade similarly 

argued for the divine origins of international commerce, despite a decay in the merchandize of 

%ÎÇÌÁÎÄȡ Ȱto the end there should be a commerce among men, it has been pleased God to invite as it 

were, one country to traffic with another, by the variety of things which the one has, and the other 

has not: that so that which is wanting to the one, might be supplied by the other, that all might have 

ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔȱ.147 According to the author, this fact of Ȱdivine justiceȱ is proclaimed by the seas and the 

winds. The seas give passage to all nations and the winds blow sometimes toward one country and 

sometimes toward another. Although Misselden clearly refers to the Christian God, the evidence for 

these Ȱprinciple benefits of natureȱ comes from Seneca and Aristotle. Misselden too states that 

ȰÓÕÒÅÌÙ ÉÆ ÁÎÙ ËÉÎÇÄÏÍ ÕÎÄÅÒ the sun can subsist of itself, none has more cause to bless God, then 

this island of ours, which almighty God has richly adorned with variety of all things necessary for 

manȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÆÁÒÅȱ. BÕÔ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÁÎÄȟ ÈÁÖÅ Îot only sufficient 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÍÁÉÎÔÅÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÄÏ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÔÌÙ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȱȢ148 Trade and 

commerce should thus not only take place within England, but also with foreign nations. 

 Malynes in his Consuetuo, also first published in 1622, explains how God by his divine 

providence made such a supply of necessities to a foreign country possible in monetary terms. As 

he writes in a chapter Ȱof communication or bartering of commoditiesȱȡ Ȱhere we may not omit how 

almighty God by his divine providence rules many times this negotiating commutation [in case of 

the exchange of commodities for commodities, JWH], when the harvest of corn fails in one country 

and is prosperous in another country, whereby this trade of barter by the rule of money does very 

much augment, and the price of corn becomes to be much dearer: albeit the price be reasonable, 

considering the farmer may by the cheapness thereof be made unable to pay his rent. And God, who 

does everything for the best, shows unto us how one nation may have need and occasion to use the 

ÈÅÌÐ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȱȢ149 But, as Malynes explains, God may have some other work in 

hand to relieve his children. God manifest His glory as well by taking more rigorous measures as in 

the case of sending the children of Jacob into Egypt for the want of corn (as recorded in the book of 

Genesis). 

                                                           
145 Gerrard de Malynes, A Treatise of the Canker of Englands Commonwealth (London, 1601), p. 6. Cf. his Consuetudo, p. 130. 
146 Gerard Malynes, The Maintenance of Free Trade, According to the Three Essential Parts of Traffique (London, 1622), ch. 2. 
147 Edward Misselden, Free Trade, or the Meanes to Make Trade Flourish (London, 1622), ch. 2. 
148 Misselden, Free Trade, ch. 2. 
149 Malynes, Consuetudo, p. 63. 
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 )Î ρφςςȟ -ÉÓÓÅÌÄÅÎ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÁÓÓÅÒÔ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱthanks to God, Christendom is richly furnished 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÆÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÉÎÔÅÎÁÎÃÅȱ.150 However that may be, in the 

seventeenth century foreign trade with colonies outside Christendom became increasingly 

important. So important even that in case of Britain it became a threat to the domestic economy. 

The importation of foreign goods from the colonies simply endangered local industries. In the 

navigation act of 1651, the parliament prohibited the importation of goods or commodities from 

Asia, Africa and America to the English commonwealth. 4ÈÅ ÁÃÔ ×ÁÓ ÅÎÁÃÔÅÄ ȰɍÆɎÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ 

the shipping and the encouragement of the navigation of this nation, which under the good 

providence and protection of God is so great a means of the welfare and safety of this 

cÏÍÍÏÎ×ÅÁÌÔÈȱȢ151 In 1660, 1663 and the early eighteenth century, similar acts would follow. 

Whereas the 1651-act opened with a reference to divine providence, mercantilist criticisms were 

accompanied with the same idea. For example, Coke in his Englandȭs Improvements argued that 

sÉÎÃÅ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÓÔÁÎÄÓ ÉÎ ÎÅÅÄ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȟ ȰɍÔɎÏ Òestrain therefore 

the society and commerce of nations to those of the same religion is to violate an institution of God 

in the conversation of human society, and to deny the benefits which places mutually receive from 

ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȱ.152 Cokeȭs argument here is beyond doubt aimed at the navigation acts. 

Davenant, an influential mercantilist writer on trace policies with respect to the India 

trade, continues this debate. His Essay on the East-India Trade deals with the question whether the 

import of Indian silks should be prohibited to protect the English wool industry. According to 

Davenant, thus far the Indian trade Ȱgreatly benefited Englandȱ and such prohibitions would 

moreover run against the idea that trade is in its nature free. The only way to support the English 

wool industry and to raise its wool prices would be to reduce the costs of production. Ȱ7ÉÓÄÏÍ ÉÓ 

most commonly in the wrongȱȟ $ÁÖÅÎÁÎÔ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ, Ȱwhen it pretends to direct nature. The various 

products of different soils and countries is an indication, that providence intended they should be 

ÈÅÌÐÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȱȢ153 It can therefore never 

be wise, he continues, to introduce in a country the growth of a certain commodity or manufacture 

for which nor the soil nor the bent of the people is proper. ȰForced fruitsȱ, in short, are tasteless and 

unwholesome. The wool industry is a peculiar gift to England, which can still be improved and 

ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÄȟ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÁÎ ȰÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ ×ÅÁÌÔÈȟ ÇÒÅÁÔÎÅÓÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÏ×ÅÒȟ peradventure beyond all 

ÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅȱȢ154 

 The idea of a divine interest in free trade was not exclusively an English one. In order to 

make this clear, our final example comes from the French mercantilist Jacques Savary (1622-1690). 

His book Le parfait negociant, a manual on mercantile trade, became a real bestseller and already in 

the seventeenth century was translated in Dutch, English and German. The first  chapter on ȰDe la 

nécessité et utilité du commerceȱ opens with the following wordsȡ ȰDe la manière que la providence 

de Dieu a disposé les choses sur la terre, on voit bien quȭil a voulu établir  lȭunion et la charité entre 

tous les hommes, puisquȭil leur a imposé une espèce de nécessité dȭavoir toujours besoin les uns 

des autres. Il nȭa pas voulu que tout ce qui est nécessaire à la vie se trouvas en un même lieu, il a 

dispersé ses dons, afin que les hommes eussent commerce ensemble, et que la nécessité mutuelle 

quȭils  ont  de  sȭentre  aider  pût  entretenir  lȭamitié entre euxȱȢ A more clear formulation of the idea  

                                                           
150 Misselden, Free Trade, ch. 1. 
151 C.H. Firth & R.S. Rait (eds.), Ȭ/ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ρφυρȡ !Î !ÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ 3ÈÉÐÐÉÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ %ÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ 

.ÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ in Acts and Ordinances of the Interregnum, 1642-1660 (1911), p. 559. 
152 Roger Coke, %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭÓ )ÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ (London, 1675), preface. Cf. p. 65. 
153 [Charles Davenant], An Essay on the East-India Trade (London, 1696), p. 34. Interestingly, Davenant in An Essay upon the 

Probable Methods of Making a People Gainers in the Balance of Trade (London, 1699), sec. 3 states that it was Scottish 

bishop Gilbert Burnet (1643-1715), author of the famous History of the Reformation of the Church of Englandȟ ×ÈÏ ȰÄÉÄ 

urge [him] a thing of which the philosophy seemed very found and right, and upon which we have since reflected often; he 

ÓÁÉÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÁÄ ÁÄÁÐÔÅÄ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÍÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÅÓȱȢ 
154 Davenant, Essay on the East-India Trade, p. 35. 
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Figure 8 ɀ Jacques Savary, Le parfait negociant ou instruction generale pour  

ce qui regarde le commerce de toute sorte de marchandises, tant de  

France, que des pays estrangers (Paris, 1675), frontispiece.
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Figure 9 ɀ Jacques Savary, Le parfait negociant (Paris, 1675) , page 1. 
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that we are discussing in this sub section is hardly possible. Yet, the author adds a sentence that 

 expresses a new thoughtȡ Ȱcȭest cet échange continuel de toutes les commodités de la vie qui fait le 

commerce, et cȭest ce commerce aussi qui fait toute la douceur de la vie; puisque par son moyen il y 

Á ÐÁÒ ÔÏÕÔ ÁÂÏÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÄÅ ÔÏÕÔÅÓ ÃÈÏÓÅÓȱ.155 This idea, that commerce makes for all the douceur 

(gentleness) of life, we have seen before. Hirschman right ly mentions Savary as one of the 

exponents of the doux commerce thesis (see chapter 2). 

 It will  be clear now that the idea of the divine origins of free trade was a popular one in the 

ÓÅÖÅÎÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȢ (ÅÃËÓÃÈÅÒ ÅÖÅÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÄÅȱ ÏÒ ȰÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 

sanctity of international tradeȱ was a decisive factor in the mercantilist emphasis on the freedom of 

commerce.156 Also Viner attaches much importance to the idea. In the seventeenth century, he 

ascertains, the idea had become a common place or familiar maxim. In contrast to earlier ages, 

Ȱincreasingly it was being converted from a merely fashionable or edifying formula to a functional 

ÉÄÅÁȟ ÁÎ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÃÙȱȢ157 Viner warns us, however, against an all -

too-modern interpretation of the argument of a divine interest in free trade. According to him, it 

was often meant to loosen the restriction on trade rather than to encourage completely free trade 

as we know it today. After all, the seventeenth century is the age of mercantilism in which not the 

freedom of trade but the enrichment of the own nation state was regarded the highest good. 

 

Providence and poverty 

 

A final context in which ideas of divine providence played a role was the debate on poverty.158 Even 

in the mostly pre-industrial societies of the seventeenth century, poverty was a serious problem. A 

growing underclass was not only due to an increase in population, but also to the 

commercialization of agriculture, an increase in wage laborers and seasonal laborers and 

fluctuations in supply and demand (on foreign markets). Interestingly, from our point of view, 

poverty was both a theological and an economic problem. Theologians, in the first place, tried to 

reconcile the existence of inequality and suffering with Godȭs goodness and power (i.e. the theodicy 

problem) and were as well concerned with the proper form of charity. Mercantilist writers , in turn, 

discussed the effectiveness and economic consequences of governmental poor laws and the 

question how the poor underclass could be turned into a working class so as to improve the 

countryȭs economic strength. But, as Richard Harvey observes, theologians and mercantilist writers  

found each in other in the question of social stability to which poverty was a serious threat. The 

ȰÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÏÒ ÁÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓ ÉÎ Á ×ÈÏÌÌÙ ÓÅÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ 

context went a corresponding need on the part of divines to rethink those religious ideas and 

arguments designed to insure social stabiÌÉÔÙȱ.159 Especially in the context of social stability, Harvey 

argues, the theological idea of divine providence proved to be useful. 

 Two lines of argument for the existence of social inequality, proposed by theologians and 

taken over by mercantilist write rs, can be distinguished. The first is that God allowed for social 

inequality exactly because it is important for order and civil peace in society. The providential 

                                                           
155 Jacques Savary, Le parfait negociant ou instruction generale pour ce qui regarde le commerce de toute sorte de 

Marchandises (Paris, 1675), p. 1. 4ÒÁÎÓÌȢȡ Ȱ/Î ÔÈÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅȱȟ Ȱ"Ù ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ 

of God has disposed the goods on the earth, one clearly sees that it wanted to establish unity and charity between all 

human beings, since it imposed to them a kind of necessity to be always in the need of others. It did not want everything 

that is necessary in life to be found at one single place, it scattered its gifts, so that men would trade together, and that the 

ÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÎÅÅÄÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÍȱȟ ȰÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓ 

exchange of all the comforts of life that constitutes commerce, and it is commerce too that makes for all the gentleness of 

ÌÉÆÅȠ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÆÏÒ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅȱȢ 
156 Heckscher, Mercantilism, bk. 2, p. 277. 
157 Viner, Role of Providence, p. 40. 
158 6ÉÎÅÒȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȭȟ ÉÎ Role of Providence, pp. 86-113. 
159 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ (ÁÒÖÅÙȟ Ȭ%ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙ ÁÎÄ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȟ ρφχυ-ρχςυȭȟ Historian, vol. 41, no. 3 (1979), p. 501. 
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division of society into poor and rich would result in a hierarchical ordering of people in ascending 

degrees of importance and power. Poverty and riches were seen as natural, God-ordained 

categories meant to preserve the dependence of the former on the latter. The second line of 

argument is that God created social inequality as something valuable in itself rather than as a 

means towards political or economic stability . According to the doctrine of the great chain of being 

or scala naturae, God designed the universe in such a way that it comprises a complete range of 

every possible beings, species and things.160 In this conception, poverty and riches were only two 

examples of the possible variety, gradation and continuity which promote the beauty and 

perfection of Godȭs creation. As Viner shows, most economists who expounded one of the above 

arguments were writing in the eighteenth century. It is therefore not surprising that I could not find 

examples in seventeenth-century mercantilist writers  either. Nevertheless, they often related 

poverty to Godȭs providence.  

Henry Halhead, for example, tried to reconcile the question of enclosure with both the 

biblical duty to care for the poor and the biblical ideal of making the earth fruitful. Although he 

believed that God would allow more corn to grow on enclosed land, Halhead still attacked the 

ongoing enclÏÓÕÒÅȢ !Ó !ÐÐÌÅÂÙ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓȟ ȰɍÄɎespite the mixed sign of providence, Halhead 

concluded that greater yields with fewer people represented a violation of Godȭs command to 

ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÌÅÎÉÓÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȱȢ161 The following example are more in spirit of the 

two arguments just given, though. Matthew Hale (1609-1676), an influential writer on the poverty 

question, in his Discourse Touching Provision for the Poor calls the relief of the poor not only an act 

of great piety towards God, but also ȰÁ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȱȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ (ÁÌÅȟ 'ÏÄ told already 

ÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȰÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÏÒ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅÍȠ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓȟ ρȢ ÔÏ exercise their 

liberality and charity in supplying the wants of some by the abundance of others. And 2. to exercise 

their discretion and industry to think of and set on foot such means as might put them in a course of 

honest employment, and encourage them in itȱȢ162 Petty, finally, makes an interesting remark on 

poverty in his Ȱlast willȱ. After having discussed how much money he would leave to a number of 

persons after his deadȟ ÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȡ Ȱ!Ó ÆÏÒ ÌÅÇÁÃÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÏÒ ) ÁÍ at a stand; as for beggars by 

trade and election, I give them nothing; as for impotents by the hand of God, the public ought to 

ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȱ.163 The facÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÁÎÄ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȱ ÆÏÒÍÓ Á ÎÉÃÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÏÕÒ next 

subject. 

 

Providence as the (invisible) hand of God 

 

A final idea to which I would like to draw the attention is that of the Ȭinvisible handȭ. Of course, most 

economists immediately associate this idea with Adam Smith. The last few decades there have been 

intensive debates among historians of economics as to whether Smith used the invisible hand idea 

in a rhetorical sense or with a theological or providential connotation. However interesting these 

debates are, it was certainly not Smith who coined the term.  

Recently, Peter Harrison showed that the invisible hand idea was relatively common in 

Smithȭs time and became increasingly frequent from the seventeenth century onwards.164 The first 

to employ it were the Church Fathers and medieval theologians, who detected an invisible, secret or 

hidden hand of God in the history of the Israelites or the healing of certain individuals. Before the 

early modern period there is however no convergence on a specific meaning. In the seventeenth 

                                                           
160 See Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936). 
161 Appleby, Economic Thought and Ideology, p. 70. 
162 Matthew Hale, A Discourse Touching Provision for the Poor (London, 1683), ch. 3.  
163 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ 0ÅÔÔÙȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÍÁÓÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÒÉÔÈÍÅÔÉÃȟ 3ÉÒ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ 0ÅÔÔÙȭ ÅÔÃȢȟ ÉÎ Tracts; Chiefly Relating to 

Ireland (Dublin, 1769), p. xi. 
164 0ÅÔÅÒ (ÁÒÒÉÓÏÎȟ Ȭ!ÄÁÍ 3ÍÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÈÁÎÄȭȟ Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 72, no. 1 (2011), pp. 

29-49. 
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century a more uniform pattern of use emerges. From then the invisible hand (which was not  

necessary described as invisible, but also as Ȱfinger of Godȱ or Ȱhand of Godȱ) is most commonly 

used to refer to either the way in which God exercises His control of the course of history or His 

superintendence of the natural world. In the latter case, God is for example seen as the designer of 

the laws of nature or particular wondrous features of the natural world such as the Ȱoeconomy of 

living creaturesȱ. In the former case, God was said to attain his ends by exerting a subtle influence 

on human affairs by influencing the thoughts, desires and passions of manȭs mind. The (invisible) 

hand of God related to human affairs, Harrison argues, was the predominant use of the idea. It 

ȰÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á ÓÈÏÒÔÈÁÎÄ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ 'ÏÄ ÅØÅÒÔÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÏÖÅÒ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÆÆÁÉÒÓ ÉÎ 

ÓÐÉÔÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÅÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÇÅÎÔÓȱȢ165 

The reason for including a sub section on the (invisible) hand of God in this chapter is that 

mercantilist writers employed the idea too. Our first two examples come from Coke and Child. After 

having explained that trade flourishes most in convenient places where it is more free and people 

more abound, the former in A Discourse of Trade ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰɍÔɎÈÅ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÏÕÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ɉÂÅÓÉÄÅÓ 

those which the hand of God has taken away) are diminished in peopling our plantations, and in re-

peopling Ireland since late war and massacre ÔÈÅÒÅȱȢ166 In explaining the principal growth and 

increase of the plantations of Virginia and Barbadoes, Child in his A New Discourse of Trade states 

ÔÈÁÔ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ 2ÅÓÔÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ Ȱ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ former prevailing party being by a divine hand of 

providence brought underȱȟ167 many people were forced to transport or sell themselves to the 

foreign English plantations. Still, although provided in genuine mercantilist texts, these examples 

mainly point at Godȭs control of the course of history.  

Malynes and Davenant, however, clearly use the idea of a divine hand within an economic 

context. Malynes, in the first place, argues ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌÍÉÇÈÔÙ 'ÏÄ ÈÁÄ ÁÌÌÏÔÔÅÄ 

to the kingdom of Great Britain, Ireland, and the isles adjacent under his majesties dominions, is so 

visible to all the world, as that thereby they are ravished with admiration. For albeit that the earthly 

blessings are produced in seasonable times: yet the blessings of the seas are directed and pointed at 

by the finger of God at infallible seasons, causing those watery creatures to offer themselves for our 

ÓÕÓÔÅÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÇÏÏÄ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎȱȢ168 Like earlier theologians, 

he thus speaks of the finger of God. Davenant, in the second place, refers to the Ȱhand of natureȱ in 

arguing that both the English and the Dutch ÃÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÆÉÓÈÅÒÙȡ ȰÈÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ Á ÖÅÒÙ 

bad Englishman, who would desire to exclude that industrious commonwealth from a trade which 

is so principal a part of their subsistence. But perhaps it may be advisable for this country to put in 

for a share of it, especially since the liberal hand of nature, and the want of other places, afford 

ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÅÍÐÌÏÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȱȢ169 Both the example from Malynes and 

Davenant are an illustration of how the idea of an (invisible) hand of God in the seventeenth 

century begins to appear in economic texts.170 

 

4.5.  Importance  for (the science of) economics 
 

Now that we have discussed the relationship between mercantilism and divine providence, the final 

question that need to be addressed is how important mercantilist economics and its conception of 

divine providence in particular were for the development of (the science of) economics. The first 

part of this question is of course a large topic, which we can only discuss in a very abstract sense. At 

any rate, a first bias that need to be tackled is that mercantilism was not important for economics at 

                                                           
165 (ÁÒÒÉÓÏÎȟ Ȭ!ÄÁÍ 3ÍÉÔÈȭȟ ÐȢ τφȢ 
166 Coke, Discourse of Trade, epilogue. 
167 Child, New Discourse of Trade, p. 185. 
168 Malynes, Consuetudo, p. 135. 
169 #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ $ȭ!ÖÅÎÁÎÔȟ On the Protection and Care of Trade, in The Political and Commercial Works, bk. 2, p. 434. 
170 #ÆȢ 6ÉÎÅÒȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÉÎÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÈÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÍÁÎȭȟ ÉÎ Role of Providence, pp. 55-85. 
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all. One might hold such an opinion because no less a person than Adam Smith, the father of 

modern economics, in the fourth book of his Wealth of Nations (1776) popularized the term 

Ȱmercantile systemȱ and criticized its economic policies, notably those of Mun. Some historians of 

economics have moreover claimed that the beginning of classical economics can be seen as the end 

of mercantilism, which suggests that the latter lost its significance. Regardless of whether this is 

true or not, it can still be argued that mercantilism was of importance. After all, the focus on the 

nation state and its welfare enabled a proliferation of new economic ideas, resulting in some lasting 

contribution s to modern economics. One could think of the mercantilist appreciation of the 

merchant or trader (which in ancient and medieval times was seen as inferior), its debates on 

taxation, coinage and interest, and its emphasis on the importance of international trade and 

competition. Perhaps the most important contribution to the science of economics is the fact that 

mercantilism stimulated a shift from a medieval moral economy, supervised by the church, to a 

modern economy as a sum of individual economic transactions, guided by the government.  

 At the same time, many historians of economics argue that mercantilism contributed little 

directly  to economic theory. In the end, most mercantilist economists did not aim at economic 

knowledge as such but were mainly concerned with the solving of practical economic problems. 

Letwin in this respect distinguishes between an old style and a new style of economic reasoning.171 

Old style economists such as Child and Barbon, he argues, are often portrayed as forerunners of the 

classical economists but did not really set down any systematic analysis of economic phenomena 

and did not promote scientific objectivity either. New style economists such as John Collins, Petty, 

Locke and North, whose ideas were broader than those of mercantilism, would have been much 

more important for the rise of scientific economics. For they either combined economics and 

mathematics, arithmetic, philosophy or scientific logic and, according to Letwin, were less blinded 

by personal motives. Whether or not such a strict demarcation between two styles of economics is 

tenable is the question, but Letwin seems to be right that the mercantilist focus on the economic 

practice resulted in a smaller direct contribution to economic theoryȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÍÏÓÔ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓ 

were motivated by self-ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȱȟ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ȰÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÐÒÅÃÌÕÄÅ ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÂÔÌÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÄÅȱȢ172 

 What about the second part of the question that asks for the importance of ideas of divine 

providence? As regards the importance of these ideas for seventeenth-century mercantilism itself, 

it is clear that they played a more than ornamental role in economic arguments. As we have seen, 

divine providence was among others invoked to argue for or against certain economic restrictions, 

to point at certain economic advantages and industries that should be encouraged, or to justify  the 

economic status quo as in the case of poverty. Although it is almost impossible to measure the 

influence of such arguments based on divine providence, their frequency and extent is at any rate 

an indication that readers took them serious. And, as said in the conclusions of the previous 

chapter, a better argument than one based on Godȭs will itself may not have been thinkable in the 

seventeenth century. Next to playing a role in economic arguments, ideas of economic divine 

providence can also be seen as justifications of the commercialization of the seventeenth-century 

society. It may therefore very well be the case that the belief in a divine intervention in economic 

affairs and a divine approval of trade and commerce has been a decisive factor in the shift away 

from the moral economy of the Middle Ages. What, after all, is wrong with economic growth and 

expansion beyond a subsistence level if none other than God himself would be delighted about it? 

Mercantilist views on divine providence and those from natural-law philosophy alike 

witho ut doubt were lasting contributions to economic thought. In his The Role of Providence in the 

Social Order, Viner convincingly shows that GodȭÓ ȰÃÏÓÍÉÃ ÏÒÄÅÒȱ continued to play a role in 

eighteenth and even nineteenth-century economics. In each of the cases that we have discussed 

above, and the providential elements in commerce, the role of a divine invisible hand and the 

                                                           
171 Letwin, Origins of Scientific Economics. 
172 Backhouse, Penguin History of Economics, p. 66. 
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providential origins of poverty in particular , the seventeenth century was certainly not the most 

typical period with respect to the use of these ideas. Especially the eighteenth century with its 

heydays of deism and natural theology uttered countless expressions of divine providence in the 

economic realm. In the eyes of some, the most important discovery of economic divine providence 

had sÔÉÌÌ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ Á ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÆÆÁÉÒÓ 

not humanly planned, nor humanly intended: the operations of Ȭthe marketȭȱȢ173 In terms of content, 

the ideas of divine providence hardly changed and through the ages continued to emphasize the 

fact that God created and maintained a cosmic order in the service of man. Nevertheless, the 

references to ȬGodȭ or ȬProvidenceȭ were gradually replaced by ȬGod and Natureȭ or ȬProvidence and 

Natureȭ and finally by ȬNatureȭ alone. In other words, in modern economics God slowly disappeared 

from the scene but the idea of an underlying natural order remained influential. 

                                                           
173 *ÏÈÎ -ÉÌÌÂÁÎËȟ Ȭ0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÏÄÉÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÇÎÏÓÔÉÃÓȭȟ ÉÎ Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason 

(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1990), pp. 27-48. 
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5 

(French) liberal economic thought 
and divine providence 

 
 
 
5.1.  Introduction  
 

The final stream of seventeenth-century economic thought that will be discussed in this thesis is 

liberal economic thought. ) ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ȬÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ 

mercantilism, to refer to what is described elsewhere in the literature as laissez-faire or early 

physiocracy. Since it was in seventeenth-century France where the anti-mercantilist sentiments 

were the strongest, this chapter is confined to French thinkers.174 Although anti-mercantilist 

thoughts had been expressed in France since the late sixteenth century, for example with Jean 

Bodin who argued against the extensive network of taxation, the last two decades of the 

seventeenth century were marked by the fiercest criticisms. With the death of Jean-Baptiste Colbert 

(1619-1683), finance minister under the Ȭsun kingȭ Louis XIV, liberal thinkers saw their opportunity 

to reform the public administration. Colbert was held responsible for the disastrous decline in the 

French economy, which was overshadowed by the English but above all Dutch economic growth. 

Whereas in the first half of the century a mercantilist author could still write to the previous king 

ÔÈÁÔ ȰDieu a tellement et abondamment versé ses saintes bénédictions sur votre royaume, quȭil 

semble quȭil lȭaye désigné pour avoir de lȭautorité et du commandement sur tous les autres de 

lȭuniversȱȟ175 in the second half of the century the idea arose that Louis XIVȭs economic policies 

opposed the divine plan, with all consequences. In economic terms, Colbertȭs typical mercantilist 

measurements, which came to be known as ȬColbertismȭ, simply failed to solve the severe financial 

problems of the kingdom. Already during Colbertȭs ministry a broad liberal reform movement, 

consisting of aristocrats, officials, merchants, lawyers, bishops and priests, developed itself. 

 As said, the most serious attacks on mercantilism took place at the end of the seventeenth 

century. According to Rothkrug, within this period one needs to distinguish between two distinct 

philosophies of economic opposition to Colbertism. The first, ȰChristian agrarianismȱ with Claude 

Fleury (1640-1723), Francois de Salignac de la Mothe Fénelon (1651-1715) and others, was 

spiritual in origin. The other, a combination of utilitarian philosophy and agrarian theory with 

Charles Paul Hurault de lȭHôpital, seigneur de Belesbat (d. 1706), Pierre le Pesant, Sieur de 

Boisguilbert or Boisguillebert (1646-1714), possibly Maréchal de France, Sébastian le Prestre, 

Seigneur de Vauban (1633-1707) and others, would be ȰÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ ÓÅÃÕÌÁÒȱ in origin. However that 

may be, both movements invoked divine providence to reinforce their anti-mercantilist arguments. 

But before proceeding to the role of divine providence in liberal economic thought (§5.4), I will 

provide some necessary background information. In the next section (§5.2), I summarize the main 

arguments against Colbertism and in particular the ideas of the movements that have just been 

                                                           
174 For an overvÉÅ× ÏÆ &ÒÅÎÃÈ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÓÅÅ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ 7Ȣ #ÏÌÅȟ Ȭ!ÔÔÁÃËÓ ÏÎ ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍȭȟ ÉÎ French 

Mercantilism. 1683-1700 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1943), ch. 5; Lionel Rothkrug, Opposition to Louis XIV. The 

Political and Social Origins of the French Enlightenment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965); Murray N. 

2ÏÔÈÂÁÒÄȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍ ÉÎ &ÒÁÎÃÅȭȟ ÉÎ An Austrian Perspective on the History of Economic 

Thought, vol. 1, Economic Thought Before Adam Smith (Auburn: Ludwig von Mises Institute/ Edward Elgar, 1995), ch. 9. 
175 Le Marquis de la Gomberdière, Nouveau règlement général sur toutes sortes de marchandises et manufactures etc. (Paris, 

ρφστɊȟ ÐȢ σȢ 4ÒÁÎÓÌȢȡ Ȱ'ÏÄ ÈÁÓ ÓÏ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÔÌÙ ÐÏÕÒÅÄ (ÉÓ ÓÁÃÒÅÄ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇÓ ÏÎ ÙÏÕr kingdom, that it appears that He has 

ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÁÌÌ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȱȢ 
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mentioned. The subsequent section (§5.3) discusses the religious origins of both reform 

movements. Special attention is paid to Jansenist theological thought, which played an important 

role in the emergence of liberal economic ideas, notably those of Boisguilbert. The final section 

(§5.5) examines the importance of French liberal economic thought for (the science of) economics 

in general. 

 

5.2.  Overview of liberal economic thought  
 

Although Colbertȭs ministry of finance lasted only from 1661 to 1683, his policies made a strong 

impression. French mercantilism became almost synonymous with Colbertism,176 even though 

mercantilist ideas could be found in France before and after Colbert. But Colbert was indeed the 

prototype of a seventeenth-century mercantilist. One of his leading ideas was that international 

trade and commerce form a zero-sum game, that is, the idea that the economic gain of one country 

can only be at the expense of a loss of one or more other countries. Colbertȭs constant concern was 

accordingly Franceȭs positive balance of trade, which implied an economic and political struggle 

with its main competitors, Holland and England. In order to maintain a favorable balance of trade 

and to achieve a growing money supply, he adhered to some typical mercantilist doctrines, such as 

a reduction of imports, an expansion of exports, a growth of population, and the prevention of 

idleness. The two most powerful weapons in the hands of Colbert to regulate these matters were 

taxation and subsidization, which he employed extensively. It was precisely this focus on economic 

regulation which gave rise to the late seventeenth-century liberal reaction. It is true, Colbert 

himself occasionally made remarks that more freedom in trade and commerce was required. But, 

they only intended to weaken existing regulations which were no longer necessary. 

 It is not correct, as some commentators tend to do, to speak of the liberal economic 

thinkers as if they were liberals in heart and soul. It is better to ascribe them liberal sympathies or 

even ÔÏ ÃÁÌÌ ÔÈÅÍ ȰÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÔÓȱȢ177 The point is that they did not attack mercantilism as a 

whole and still kept on board several mercantilist doctrines. Anyhow, in the anti-mercantilist 

reform movement we encounter the first serious advocates of freedom in economic affairs. Popular 

ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÌÉÂÅÒÔÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅȱ and ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ Óecret of trade is 

ÔÏ ÌÅÔ ÉÔ ÆÒÅÅȱ. Also the phrase laissez-faire, possibly coined by the merchant-banker Thomas Le 

Gendre, stems from the late seventeenth century. Whereas some pleas for more economic freedom 

were made in a general sense, others seems to have arisen from criticism of specific restrictions 

and tariffs. In other words, sometimes personal business interests played a role in calls for liberty 

in trade and commerce. At the same time, several liberal economic writers took Holland as their 

main source of inspiration. The Dutch, they believed, allow their merchants full economic freedom 

and therefore became the leading economic nation in the world. In France, in contrast, the lack of 

liberty limited the entrepreneurial spirit and destroyed commerce. As writers like Boisguilbert 

suggested, commerce could however be re-established. In order to do so, the rulers should stop 

interfering and the natural causes needed to be left free to operate; laissez faire la nature. 

 Besides their  plea for more freedom in trade commerce, the liberal economic writers 

criticized some typical mercantilist notions. The most important of them was probably the 

ȬÂÕÌÌÉÏÎÉÓÔȭ ÖÉÅ× ÔÈÁÔ ÇÏÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÌÖÅÒ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÁÌÔÈ ÏÆ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÒÕÅ ×ÅÁÌÔÈȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÅÌÄȟ 

consists in a plenty of goods necessary for life and not in a stock of money. Gold and silver are 

useful, but only a means for something else. The assaults on mercantilism were also aimed at 

restrictions on trade, for example through high import and export duties. The counter-argument 

was simply that such restrictions are both harmful to commerce and the public benefit. Finally, the 

                                                           
176 Cf. Charles W. Cole, Colbert and a Century of French Mercantilism, 2 vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1939). 
177 Albert Schatz & 2ÏÂÅÒÔ #ÁÉÌÌÅÍÅÒȟ Ȭ,Å ÍÅÒÃÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍÅ ÌÉÂïÒÁÌ Á ÌÁ ÆÉÎ ÄÕ 86))e siècle. Les idées économique et politiques de 

-Ȣ ÄÅ "ÅÌÅÓÂÁÔȭȟ 2ÅÖÕÅ ÄȭïÃÏÎÏÍÉÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÑÕÅ, vol. 20 (1906), pp. 29-70, 387-396, 559-574, 630-642, 791-816. 


























































