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1. Introduction
The place of concerns with war and peace in the political thought of the eighteenth century has been poorly understood. While some attention has been paid to figures like Rousseau and Kant the tendency in the literature has by and large been to read them as theorists of modern international relations avant la lettre.
 The focus on Kant and Rousseau involves a rather circular characterisation of eighteenth-century thought in terms of realist and idealist international relations theories, and vice versa. This, in turn, has meant not only that a broad range of intermediate positions has been overlooked, but also that both Kant and Rousseau have often been misdescribed. Many eighteenth-century thinkers operated within an entirely different moral framework from either Kant or Rousseau. Mably, for example, sometimes aligned his own thought with Leibniz, declaring that he was ‘persuaded, with Leibniz, that man was as perfect as he could be, being composed of two substances as different as the body and the soul’.
 This meant that Mably did not subscribe to Rousseau’s slippery notion of perfectibility nor did he anticipate anything like Kant’s complicated argument about the character of human evil, and the way out. The aim of this dissertation is to describe Mably’s position.

A central and distinctive concern of eighteenth-century thought was the problem of how states were to achieve stability, prosperity and international influence when many of their domestic economic and political arrangements were tied up with competitive foreign trade, colonial empire and the instability of the balance of power. Among other things this raised an urgent question about the place of justice beyond the boundaries of individual states. Mably had a long-standing interest in this kind of problem (it was Mably who first suggested to Rousseau that he write a commentary on the peace plan of the abbé de Saint-Pierre). In his first work, the Parallèle des Romains et des Français, par rapport au gouvernement (1738) he had argued that it was ‘among modern peoples and in particular in the government of the French, that one can see how to unite war, trade, the arts, and know the point at which one must make this union to make a state genuinely flourishing’.
 Mably later radically revised his earlier verdict. The modern combination of monarchy, competitive trade and the balance of power was, he argued, ultimately unsustainable. The answer was to find a way of reforming domestic politics so as to make it compatible with international order. The first contention of this study is that it is these distinctively eighteenth-century debates about the future of Europe that provide a historically appropriate context for the interpretation of Mably’s political thought.

The second aim of the study is to examine the legacy of antiquity in Mably’s thought. The ancient world does not readily supply a framework for thinking about external politics other than the Roman law, which was foundational for the development of natural jurisprudence.
 Mably, however, rejected the model of an essentially divided world that natural jurisprudence took as its starting point and was more interested in ancient Greece than in Rome. In a recent essay the French historian of antiquity Pierre Vidal-Naquet commented upon the revival of interest in classical Greece in eighteenth-century France, suggesting that it was a product of the invention of the idea of Athens as a bourgeois liberal republic.
 Mably’s debt to a specifically Greek tradition of thought has also been documented in a recent contribution to the study of republicanism, Eric Nelson’s The Greek Tradition in Republican Thought (2004). Here Nelson argued that Mably was interested in a specifically Greek understanding of the relationship between politics, justice and happiness, which emphasised the importance of politics being in harmony with nature.

Bu the Greek dimension of Mably’s thought does not lend itself wholly to Vidal-Naquet’s or Nelson’s characterisations (as Vidal-Naquet himself notes, Mably admired the military republic of Sparta a good deal more than classical Athens and, pace Nelson, he was as interested in the problem of constitutional design as he was in making politics conform to nature). In the Parallèle, Mably offered an alternative explanation for his interest when he noted the striking similarity between the structure of ancient Greece and modern Europe: ‘The republics of Greece,’ he wrote, ‘stood roughly in the same relation to one another as the states of Christendom do today’. Like the states of modern Europe ‘they all possessed the same arts, a roughly similar form of government, and all had an equal interest in maintaining a balance which prevented one power from dominating the others’.
 For the later Mably the existence of this kind of balance of power in Europe was not enough; instead a means had to be found of making the balance stable, and even moral. The Greek world supplied one way of thinking about this kind of problem. The stable system of alliances that had existed under Sparta offered a clear model of how states with the right kinds of domestic arrangements might peacefully coexist with one another. Mably’s concern with the ancient world stemmed in part from a conviction that the modern possibility of studying the first, ancient, cycle of decline and fall (which had had a great deal to do with international ambitions) might indicate a way to avoid a second, modern, cycle.

These two aims bear on the broader problem of how to characterise Mably’s political thought. The most recent and most authoritative study of Mably’s political thought is Johnson Kent Wright’s A Classical Republican in Eighteenth-Century France (1997).
 This study sought to discredit earlier interpretations of Mably as a Catholic anti-philosophe or a precursor of the utopian socialists, and sought instead to place Mably firmly within the classical republican tradition explored in the writings of J. G. A. Pocock.
 On Wright’s account, Mably was ‘an authentic republican thinker, a French heir to Machiavelli and to Harrington’.
 As Nelson pointed out, however, Wright’s study failed to take into account the specifically Greek dimension of Mably’s thought through its exclusive focus on the roman and the English commonwealth tradition of republicanism. Nelson’s own concern was to position Mably’s thought within a putatively Greek, but still Harringtonian, tradition. In doing so, however, he failed to do justice to Mably’s concern with the collective future of Europe and the fact that one important motivation for advocating domestic reform in the eighteenth-century was the desire to overcome the divisions that pitted states against one another.

2. Eighteenth-century Europe, republican Rome and the balance of power

Michael Sonenscher has noted that one reason ‘for the immense popularity of Fénelon’s Telemachus was its clarity about the prospects for Europe’s future’.
 Fénelon’s work addressed the question of ‘how to promote trade and prevent war’ and outlined a programme of domestic reform for France which would both secure her influence in Europe and put her domestic politics on a firmer footing.
 Much the same set of problems reappeared in 1748 in the wake of the War of the Austrian Succession after almost three decades of peace. Europe had again fallen prey to an unstable combination of warfare, competitive trade and dynastic politics. ‘A new distemper’, Montesquieu commented in The Spirit of the Laws (1748),

has spread itself over Europe, infecting our princes, and inducing them to keep up an exorbitant number of troops. It has its redoublings, and of necessity becomes contagious. For as soon as one prince augments his forces, the rest of course do the same; so that nothing is gained thereby but the public ruin. Each monarch keeps as many armies on foot as if his people were in danger of being exterminated: and they give the name of peace to this general effort of all against all. Thus is Europe ruined to such a degree that were private people to be in the same situation as the three most opulent powers of this part of the globe, they would not have necessary subsistence. We are poor with the riches and commerce of the whole world…

Rousseau offered a similarly penetrating diagnosis in his commentary on the abbé Charles Irenée Castel de Saint-Pierre’s Projet pour rendre la paix pérpetuelle en Europe (1713): ‘each one of us being in the civil state as regards our fellow citizens, but in the state of nature as regards the rest of the world, we have taken all kinds of precautions against private wars only to kindle national wars a thousand times more terrible and…by uniting ourselves with one group of men have declared ourselves the enemies of the human race’.
 Even when European nations were ostensibly at peace, Mably noted, ‘the cabinets of politicians is still agitated…by hatreds and other national passions, which sometimes fear to show their face, but which never cease to take effect’.

Mably offered his own prognosis for the future of peace in Europe in the Droit public de l’Europe fondé sur les traités, published in the same year as The Spirit of the Laws, and the long introduction he later wrote to accompany it, the Principes des négociations (1757). The Droit public de l’Europe was essentially a compendium of peace treaties concluded between European powers after the Peace of Westphalia, with a substantial body of critical commentary but the Principes des négociations contained his principal arguments in a more succinct form. In the opening paragraph of the Principes he declared his intention to investigate those ‘events that have contributed to unite the powers of Europe in reciprocal correspondence’.

As Mably presented it, the origins of modern European conflict lay in the dynastic struggles of fifteenth-century Italy. The Italian peninsula was the first arena for a new kind of power politics. The city-states of Rome and Venice fought for power, with France and Spain later weighing into the conflict in an attempt to extend their territory and sphere of influence. This, Mably argued, was the source of the first systematic negotiations in modern Europe and it spawned the first guide to the conduct of international politics, Niccolò Machiavelli’s Prince.

Mably had two central objections to what he termed Machiavelli’s ‘false and perverse doctrine’.
 In the Prince, Machiavelli had counselled rulers to dispense with the dictates of morality in the conduct of foreign and domestic politics. This aspect of Machiavelli’s argument, Mably argued, epitomised all that was wrong with modern politics, governed as it was by no other principles than those of ‘ruse and intrigue’.
 Mably’s second objection was aimed at an argument that Machiavelli had advanced in the Discourses. The true aim of a republic, Machiavelli had insisted, must not be confined to its self-preservation; instead states should actively seek territorial expansion. The subject matter of the Discourses was the first ten books of Livy’s history of Roman republic and Rome was Machiavelli’s model par excellence of a state which had attained glory and longevity through imperial expansion. Machiavelli’s later admirers, including James Harrington, endorsed this aspect of his doctrine.

Mably, on the other hand, argued that it was precisely this pursuit of grandezza that had put the future of Europe in jeopardy. Echoing the argument that Montesquieu had put forward in his Réflexions sur la monarchie universelle, Mably argued that the politics of conquest was fundamentally unsuitable for modern European states. Princes like Charles V and Louis XIV had been profoundly mistaken in their belief that they could establish a universal European monarchy because modern Europe differed from ancient Rome in two crucial respects. Firstly the form of monarchical government common to the major European powers made the kind of ambitious territorial expansion executed by the Romans impossible. Great external enterprises, Mably argued, demanded ‘a sustained political plan, built on a long sequence of operations which is impracticable with the forms of government known to us’.
 The key to any kind of military or diplomatic venture, Mably insisted, was consistency. But Europe’s monarchies large monarchies were crippled by their dependence on the changing will of the prince and the vicissitudes of dynastic politics. ‘How many wars,’ Mably asked, ‘have desolated Europe that were the product…of the mood of a handful of princes or their ministers?’
 No nation in Europe, he argued, with the possible exception of republics like Venice and Swizterland, was in a position to pursue a long-term foreign policy. Edmund Burke later noted in his Letters on a Regicide Peace (1795) that this kind of scepticism about the potential of monarchy grew up in French diplomatic circles in the wake of the War of the Austrian Succession:

They had continually in their hands the Observations of Machiavel on Livy. They had Montesquieu’s Grandeur et Decadence des Romains as a manual; and they compared, with mortification, the systematic proceedings of the Roman senate with the fluctuations of monarchy.

Even if modern states were capable of altering their constitution to acquire the capacity for consistent foreign policy, however, there was a further obstacle to the establishment of a latter-day Roman Empire. In the Droit Public de l’Europe Mably had argued that once European nations had emerged from the anarchy of feudalism and developed a more regular form of government, it might theoretically have been possible for a European state to pursue imperial expansion. What destroyed this possibility was the centrality of trade to modern politics, which he attributed to the ‘revolution in politics’ precipitated by the discovery of the Americas and the navigation of the Portuguese in the East Indies.

The spirit of conquest, Mably argued (echoing Jean-Francois Melon’s famous formulation in his widely-read Essay Politique sur le Commerce of 1735) was fundamentally incompatible with the spirit of commerce. Rome had been such a successful conquering power because it had been able to subordinate all other considerations to war. The modern world, by contrast, was in no position to do this because trade, as Montesquieu had argued in the Spirit of the Laws, naturally inclined men to peace. Not only did it require large numbers of men who might otherwise be engaged in military activity, but people wished to enjoy the fruits of their industry in peace. ‘If the people had been their own legislators,’ Mably wrote, ‘their politics would have conformed to their new passions’.
 ‘As a result of our present situation,’ he continued, ‘war is today advantageous only to army supply officers and to army officers who think as they do’.

The explosive synergy of trade and power politics was what made the future of Europe so dangerously unstable. Mably drew a firm distinction between desirable and undesirable trade. Trade was valuable, Mably argued, if it consisted principally in the peaceful exchange of commodities between nations. Competitive trade, on the other hand, was dangerous and divisive as was its corollary, the modern phenomenon of ‘jealousy of trade’. Mably warned that any attempt to use the revenue from trade to fund expansionary military ventures was doomed to failure. This was, however, precisely what European states (most notoriously France under Louis XIV) had attempted to do. Commerce, in Hume’s memorable phrase, had become an ‘affair of state’ and money, as Mably put it in the Principes des négociations, ‘the sinews of war and politics’.

Proof for Mably of this point that if modern states wished to pursue trade they had to abandon expansionist ambitions was the comparative successes of England and the Austrian Empire in the course of the early eighteenth century. England had replaced Austria as the dominant power in Europe, Mably argued, precisely because it had acted with prudence and circumspection in the international arena. It had avoided too extensive an engagement with the territorial struggles of the continent and had instead chosen to pursue trade in the Americas and promote peace in order to secure its commercial advantages. At first Mably argued that Europe could enjoy a more dependably benign future once England replaced Austria as France’s major rival in Europe. But such hopes appear to have been short-lived. With the advent of the Seven Years War in 1756 America became a new theatre for the expansionist ambitions of European powers and England showed itself to be intent on maintaining its commercial advantages by force.

For many of Mably’s contemporaries the difficulty that any one power would have in establishing lasting military superiority in Europe was proof that peace could be attained by means of a balance of power. Voltaire had argued, for instance, that armed European nations could coexist in stable equilibrium with one another with a single nation as the arbiter of the balance of power. As Frederick II of Prussia put it in a letter to Voltaire:

Et par les poids égaux d’un prudent équilibre

Elle [la France?] maintient l’Europe independante et libre.

As Voltaire and Frederick presented it, large standing armies supported by sophisticated military technology would function as a mutual check on the ambitions of European states and trade would serve to promote peace. Like Voltaire, Mably aimed ‘to expel the shadow of Machiavelli from modern international politics’ but he was deeply sceptical of the idea that this kind of balance of power could ensure peace and stability in Europe. 
 The politics of balance was hopeless as long as states remained in competition with one another either for territorial superiority or for commercial advantage. Large standing armies gave states a disproportionate sense of their own military power and competitive trade was dangerous. When Mably outlined William III’s vision of the balance of power between France and the House of Austria, he emphasised its absurdity. Under such a system, Europe would become ‘a kind of amphitheatre, where all the princes would calmly enjoy the pleasure of seeing two large monarchies, which they greatly feared, smash against and destroy one another’.
 The balance of power, Mably concluded, could ‘never be realised in practice’.

If Mably rejected the idea of a balance of power he equally rejected blueprints for a European union, the most famous of which was that proposed in 1713 by Saint-Pierre in his Projet pour rendre la paix perpetuelle en Europe. Saint-Pierre’s peace plan, as Istvan Hont has noted,
 rapidly became a byword for wishful thinking and Mably rejected outright its proposals, insisting that it was not his intention ‘to rehearse commonplaces of morality or, following in the footsteps of Plato or the Abbé de Saint-Pierre, to lose myself in maxims which were not made for beings with our passions’.
 Instead, he declared, ‘he did not ask for honourably motivated readers but only for ambitious men prepared to make some use of their reason’.

Mably was not sanguine about the future of Europe. The unstable combination of war and trade had set Europe in motion down a dangerous path of corruption, which would ultimately lead to revolution and ruin.
 European nations’ best hope in ensuring its common future lay in extricating itself from the nexus of trade and military aggression and in establishing a solid system of alliances between states. Any state that found itself at the head of European affairs had to profit from this position to set relations between states on a firmer footing. The power and influence of such a state, Mably conceded, was bound to be fragile because it would be constantly subject to the suspicion and jealousy of lesser powers. But it was nonetheless still possible for a hegemon to use negotiations to the common advantage by relying on justice, moderation and good will in its dealings with other states. Mably’s aim was to revitalise the art of diplomacy, ‘that great art worthy of all men’s attention and that their wickedness has made indispensable’,
 and he proudly noted that the Droit Public de l’Europe had become known in certain diplomatic circles as a ‘manual for politicians’.
 The ancient republic of Sparta supplied Mably with his model of successful diplomacy.

3. Sparta and the conduct of international politics

As noted in the introduction, Mably drew an explicit comparison between the relations between states in the ancient Greek and modern worlds in his first major work. In later works he pressed this comparison still further. The most important of these was the Entretiens de Phocion sur le rapport de la morale avec la politique, first published in 1763 and arguably Mably’s most popular work. (It was awarded a prestigious prize by the Patriotic Society of Berne in 1763). The Entretiens purported to be a dialogue between the fourth-century Athenian statesman, Phocion, and his pupil, Aristias and is littered with footnotes which explore the contemporary significance of the subjects discussed. As a reviewer for the Journal Encyclopedique put it, notwithstanding ‘the imitation of antiquity, you will discover much that is modern that unmasks its contemporary author’.

What was the substance of Mably’s comparison between ancient Greece and modern Europe? In the first instance, they offered a similar spectacle of disunity. Not only had divisions amongst the ancient Greek city-states threatened the stability of individual states but a familiar set of phenomena were in evidence. As Mably presented it, luxury, jealousy of state, and jealousy of trade had brought about the end of the Greek world just as he feared they would bring about the end of the modern. In his essay ‘Of the balance of power’, which was published in France in 1754 in his collected Political Essays, David Hume had condemned the politics of ‘jealous emulation’, which he had argued was characteristic of the Greek world.
 If Mably partly shared Hume’s view he also saw in the politics of ancient Greece a means of overcoming the divisive politics of modern Europe. This aspect of the text did not escape the notice of contemporaries. The author of a catalogue of recommended works entitled Les délassemens d'un home d'esprit, ou nouveau recueil de pensées amusantes, extraites des meilleurs auteurs (1780), listed the Entretiens as follows: ‘Entretiens de Phocion. D’un européen avec un insulaire’ (i.e. between a (moral) European and a (Eurosceptic) Englishman).

In the preface to the Entretiens Mably traced a brief history of Greece between the seventh century and the fourth. Prior to the Peloponnesian War, Mably argued, the cities of Greece had ‘united by alliances and oaths, much like the Swiss cantons today’ and had formed a kind of ‘federated republic’.
 These federal arrangements had provided a strong bulwark against the weaknesses of individual Greek states. Individual states were prone to instability and inconstancy and the federation governed their actions and limited the consequences of such weaknesses. ‘Despite the disagreements that sometimes arose between the allies,’ Mably wrote, ‘the Greeks believed that the whole nation could not but have the same fundamental interest’.
 One major advantage of a federated republic was that its ‘springs’ of political action ‘were so numerous, so complicated, so slow in their movements, that she could occupy herself successfully only with her own affairs’.
 Federal republics were not in a position to undertake conquest but were more then capable of defending themselves because, Mably repeated, ‘in this matter they all had one and the same interest’.
 In De la Legislation ou Principes des Loix (1777), he argued that a state’s foreign policy was the more perfect the more it approximated to the establishment of a federated republic.
 The great hope for the American insurgents, Mably argued, lay in their adoption of a federal system of government, which would enable them to guard against the kind of competitive politics that dominated Europe, and Mably was cited approvingly as an authority on this subject by the authors of The Federalist Papers.

In his Observations sur l’histoire de la Grèce, Mably had argued that the Greek federation had been highly unstable in the early period of Greece’s history. It was not until the confederation was united under Sparta’s leadership that Greece was able to maintain this system of alliances. Sparta had played a pivotal role as arbitrator and mediator in international affairs, a role which consisted primarily in settling disputes between quarrelling city-states, punishing tyrants who unjustly usurped authority and defending weaker states against unjust aggressors.

Sparta had won the respect of her allies by her judicious conduct and, Mably insisted, no longer used her forces ‘except to protect weakness, and to defend the rights of justice’.
 The thrust of the entire dialogue was that international politics must be governed by sound moral principles: Mably insisted that empires could not be founded on injustice because just actions would always trump unjust ones in the conduct of foreign policy. The key then to successful foreign policy was just, moderate and generous conduct and Sparta had lost her hegemony at the very moment she had abandoned these principles. When Athens and Sparta, motivated entirely by ambition and avarice, began a struggle for superiority, which culminated in the Peloponnesian War of 431 BC, ‘it broke every bond amongst the Greeks’.

The primary qualities that Sparta had exhibited in her dealings with other city-states were prudence, justice and courage, the cardinal virtues.
 But Phocion praised Sparta for a further virtue. Mably had Aristias ask Phocion in the dialogue why he had not included patriotism (amour de la patrie) among his catalogue of virtues. Phocion replied that patriotism had to be subordinated to a higher principle, ‘love of humanity’. It was Mably’s insistence on the importance of this kind of cosmopolitanism that the abbé Brizard, editor of the thirteen volumes of Mably’s Oeuvres Complètes published between 1789 and 1790, found so striking about the dialogue. Although Mably associated it with the universalism of Socrates and Cicero, love of humanity was also a distinctively modern, Christian, virtue. In fact Brizard went so far as to suggest that it was this aspect of the Entretiens that stretched the limits of the dialogue’s classical idiom:

it is said “that love of one’s country must be subordinated to love of humanity”. This maxim thus articulated is perhaps the only passage which reveals this to be the work of a modern. Patriotism in the ancient world stifled, or at the very least diminished, every other sentiment. The author felt the force of this and claims in a footnote that Phocion learnt this doctrine at the school of Plato, his master, who had in turn had it from Socrates, “who, being the first among philosophers, applied philosophy to the study of moeurs and believed himself to be a citizen of any place where men were to be found.” It is certain that this sentiment of universal goodwill, sublime that it is, necessarily weakens one’s love of one’s country, which like all kinds of love is merely a sentiment of preference.

What enabled Sparta (in contrast to the corrupt states of modern Europe) to practise the virtues in her dealings with other Greek city-states? On this matter, Mably’s answer was unambiguous: Sparta was capable of judicious conduct in foreign policy only by dint of her sound domestic politics. Not only had Lycurgus explicitly banned Spartan citizens from undertaking territorial expansion, he had carefully encouraged the ‘auxiliary’ virtues (love of glory, temperance, love of work and respect for the Gods). By banishing private property and luxury he had checked the progress of ambition and avarice (both of which would be fatal to harmony amongst the Greek city-states). Only by virtue of the simplicity and egalitarianism of her domestic arrangements, Phocion insisted, had Sparta been able to practice justice and cultivate love of humanity. It was only when she was corrupted by the influx of wealth in the fourth century that she had been forced to resort to military force to maintain her influence and experienced rapid and terminal decline as a major power.

Wright has mounted a persuasive case in his study that Phocion’s interlocutor, Aristias, was intended to represent François Jean, marquis de Chastellux, an acquaintance of Mably’s and later the author of a widely read tract entitled De la félicité publique (1772).
 In De la félicité publique Chastellux argued that a combination of material prosperity and enlightenment was the foundation of a state’s greatness. Chastellux had mocked the virtues of Sparta, arguing that it had been little better than a ‘vast monastery’.
 Sparta did not owe her pre-eminence in the Greek world to the institutions of Lycurgus, he insisted, but to the chaos and disorder in the politics of neighbouring city-states.

Many of Mably’s contemporaries shared Chastellux’s judgement on Sparta and argued that it was really Athens that modern states should seek to emulate. The French historian of antiquity, Pierre Vidal-Naquet has recently attributed the revival of interest in Greece in eighteenth-century France to the development of the idea of Athens as a bourgeois liberal republic and thus as a suitable model for modern commercial societies. As Vidal-Naquet notes, figures like Mably and Rousseau stood opposed to this trend in their clear preference for Sparta. Deciding between Athens and Sparta was symbolic of a range of commitments, perhaps the most important of which was one’s position in the eighteenth-century luxury debates. In his Essai Politique sur le Commerce (1735) Melon was scathing of those who sided with Sparta:

the austere Sparta was neither more victorious nor better governed, nor did it produce more great men than luxury-loving Athens. Plutarch’s famous men include four Spartans and seven Athenians, not to mention the forgotten Socrates and Plato. Lycurgus’ laws against luxury deserve no more attention than other laws of his that are so offensive to modesty.

Mably argued against Melon that Sparta was infinitely more admirable than corrupt Athens and that it was precisely the austerity of Sparta’s domestic regime that had enabled her to become the arbiter of Greece. As Phocion put it in the dialogue, virtue was the ‘only spring of states’.
 In a review of the Entretiens published in the Journal Encyclopédique it was this aspect of Mably’s argument that caught the reviewer’s attention. Mably was, he wrote, primarily offering a refutation of Montesquieu. Montesquieu’s central contention in The Spirit of the Laws was that there were three forms of government, monarchies, republics and despotisms, each of which had its own principle: honour, virtue and fear respectively. One current of thought in the eighteenth century took Montesquieu to be a rather immoral thinker, since he was interested not in the moral foundation of politics but in an empirical investigation of the widely varying nature of forms of government. As the reviewer noted:

According to the system of the Spirit of the Laws, extreme corruption is not damaging to the prosperity of monarchies, because honour there takes the place of virtue and stands for it: however false it is, it inspires the most worthy actions, and can, when it is joined with the force of the laws, serve the purpose of government, just as virtue can.

It was this possibility that some other passion (in this case wealth-based ‘honour’) might serve as a kind of surrogate for virtue that Mably vehemently denied. For Mably, a typology of regimes, such as the one Montesquieu had produced, was of limited value. The spring of government was everywhere the same and the legislator everywhere operated with the same array of (more or less recalcitrant) human passions. In a footnote to the Entretiens Mably noted that Montesquieu ‘has said that monarchy can do without virtue’. But when Montesquieu explained what he meant by honour, Mably commented, ‘we see either that he means virtue or else that he means nothing at all’.
 Rousseau offered a similar criticism of Montesquieu’s position in the Social Contract:

[A] famous author [Montesquieu] attributed virtue to Republics as their principle; for all these conditions could not subsist without virtue: but for want of drawing the necessary distinctions, this noble genius often lacked in precision, sometimes in clarity, and he failed to see that since Sovereign authority is everywhere the same, the same principle must obtain in every well-constituted State…

Like Rousseau, Mably wanted to supply a more moral foundation for domestic politics which would take some of the sources of rivalry between states out of the picture. The key was to discover how the kinds of virtues that the Spartans had practised might be restored to the modern world and what form of government might have the capacity to maintain them.

4. Virtue, inequality and private property

When Montesquieu had argued that the spring of government in a republic was virtue he had associated virtue with equality and frugality. Monarchy, on the other hand, was not only compatible with inequality; it was the political form of inequality par excellence. Central to Montesquieu’s account in The Spirit of the Laws was an argument about the decline of imperial Rome that he had advanced in his Considerations de la Grandeur des Romains et de leur Decadence (1734). It was not luxury and inequality per se that had been responsible for the fall of the Roman Empire. Had Rome adapted its institutions to become a monarchy it would have had little difficulty containing the effects of the inequality caused by the wealth from the empire. The fault lay instead in the residual republican element in Rome’s constitution, which was in tension with growing inequality between Roman citizens.

This was more or less Mably’s position in the Parallèle and in its preface he warmly praised Montesquieu’s Considerations. Luxury, Maby argued, was the ‘scourge of the small republics of antiquity, because by detaching the citizen from the care of the public good and occupying him with his own interests, it ruined the equality of the laws’.
 But, he went on to argue, ‘luxury will produce none of these dangerous effects in a large society which does not depend on the equality of citizens’
 and whose inhabitants are ‘attached to the state by their riches’.

Mably later rejected this position. If the spring of states were everywhere the same then inequality must everywhere be equally incompatible with the basis of political association. Mably’s major discussion of the origins of inequality appeared in his De la législation ou principes des loix (1777), a work whose aim was to reveal ‘the happiness to which man is called by nature, and the conditions and the conditions under which she permits him to be happy’.
 Like Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1754), De la législation was an attempt to show that inequality was not natural to mankind. Mably argued that inequality was neither natural in the sense that it existed in nature, nor in the other sense familiar to eighteenth-century readers, that it was a more or less inevitable corollary of human nature. Not only, Mably argued, had ‘nature put no limits on the fields, nor given privileges to some groups of people over others’ but she had given mankind feelings that positively encouraged men to preserve equality: sentiments of nobility, respect for liberty and emulation.

Mably rejected the familiar eighteenth-century arguments against the idea of natural equality. First, he denied that that the establishment of government inevitably involved an element of inequality. When men entered into political society they agreed to give up the use of their private judgement and subordinate it to public reason; they thus gave up their independence but not their equality. Second, Mably rejected the suggestion that men’s differing strengths, inclinations and talents were evidence of natural inequality. Like Rousseau, Mably warned against ‘confusing our present state with that of our forefathers when they emerged from the hands of nature,’ insisting that men in their original state possessed only a small range of inclinations.
 Finally he rejected the argument that his English interlocutor put forward in De la législation in support of the idea that inequality was natural to mankind. Equality would quickly disappear, the Englishman argued, by virtue of the fact that not all men were equally industrious. But Mably pointed to the example of Sparta, which had, he argued, succeeded in preserving equality between its citizens for almost six hundred years. At Sparta, Mably pointed out, citizens enjoyed the right of usufruct over the land they cultivated, which was owned by the state. Only in a system of private property, Mably argued, did inequality become inevitable.

In this conclusion Mably was at one with Rousseau, but much of the dialogue was in fact a critique of the account that Rousseau had put forward in the Second Discourse. In it Mably endorsed the conception of sociability to be found in the work of his friend the abbé François-Adrien Pluquet, entitled De la Sociabilité (1767), which he described in a letter to Daniel Fellenberg as ‘an excellent work’.
 Pluquet’s account of man’s natural sociability was a careful refutation of Rousseau’s argument in the Second Discourse, and served, as one of its reviewers put it, to ‘console’ rather than to dismay ‘humanity’.

Mably denied (contra Rousseau) that man’s independence might be equally as valuable to him as equality. Where Rousseau had praised the solitary life of pre-social man, which he had contrasted with the corruption of man-in-society, Mably argued that man’s natural ‘independence’ was of little benefit to him. Men were born for society, he argued, proof of which was given by their complementary talents and natural weakness. Moreover, property was not, Mably asserted against Rousseau, the cause of men’s union in society. Instead they came together because they had certain ‘social qualities’. As Mably wrote in the Principes de morale, ‘it is because man takes pleasure in the company of his fellow beings that he enters into society’.
 Where Rousseau had contrasted the amour de soi of primitive man with its dangerous distortion in society, amour propre (a desire for the regard of others), Mably drew no such firm distinction. Rousseau had claimed that the only capacities which man possessed in the state of nature were a desire for self-preservation and a capacity for pity, but Mably endowed natural man with a far more complex psychological apparatus: in addition to pity men naturally felt respect, emulation and affection for their fellow beings. As Mably presented it, the desire for the esteem of one’s peers was not only ineliminable, it was a necessary spring of sociability.

Mably argued against Rousseau (and against the seventeenth-century theorists of natural jurisprudence) that political society predated the establishment of property. In the beginning human societies were nomadic, making property a non-issue. Even once they had settled, however, the establishment of a regime of private property was by no means inevitable. Instead men naturally inclined to a communal system of property. In early political associations, magistrates performed a limited set of functions, which were nonetheless vital to the health of the republic: they distributed resources, settled disputes, and punished offenders. What caused the breakdown of this primitive equality? Mably denied that it was avarice. Avarice was not a sentiment natural to mankind, but rather a product of inequality. Mably hazarded that it was the idleness of some citizens or the corruption of the magistrates that had been responsible for the establishment of private property as the means to restore justice.

Whatever the origins of private property its effects were clear. Those passions that were most important in cultivating the social qualities which caused men to enter into society rapidly degenerated into their corresponding vices if they were not kept in check: emulation became jealousy; pride, vanity and pity, weakness. Modern states regarded luxury, commerce, avarice and ambition as the ‘springs of government’ but such springs were not, Mably was emphatic, ‘fitted to encourage between citizens that mutual benevolence which soothes the misery and weakness of humanity’.
 Instead these springs made society little more than ‘a collection of envious, avid and jealous citizens, bent on their mutual destruction, since they are only able to satisfy themselves at one another’s expense’.
 According to nature’s original plan, men’s needs should have served to unite them together in society; in modern Europe, they served simply to divide peoples. Moreover, if inequality broke the bonds between men in individual societies it was equally damaging to what Mably called the société generale. Avarice and ambition were responsible for the corruption of the international order, where their effects were magnified. Left unchecked, private property rendered men incapable of the kind of love of humanity that Phocion had praised so highly in the Entretiens.

The most urgent question, then, was what kind of modern property regime could check the progress of avarice and restore the natural relationship between men. In such circumstances, laws were all but useless. ‘Multiply your laws,’ Mably wrote, but ‘they will always be less powerful than the cupidity that you have honoured, if you do not begin by making riches useless’.
 Mably was equally adamant that it was impossible to re-establish a state of primitive equality; the progress of the passions had firmly ruled this out. If men had naturally differed little in their inclinations, this was no longer the case and no class of the population in modern Europe could now be induced to accept primitive equality because all, Mably claimed, were equally infected with the vices that accompanied riches. The savage peoples of Africa and North America were closer to achieving the kind of happiness for which nature had intended them than were the peoples of modern Europe.

Mably went further than simply arguing that absolute equality was no longer a realistic possibility for modern European states: once established, he argued, property had to be the foundation of order and stability.
 ‘What situation would we find ourselves in,’ Mably asked ‘if the legislator did not scrupulously respect property, which men have come to regard as the source and the principle of their prosperity?’
 The city-states of the ancient world and the monarchies of modern Europe both suffered from the same defects: in neither were property rights sufficiently secure, and in both, large groups of people were excluded from property ownership altogether.

Wright has argued that Mably’s position on private property put him firmly within the natural law camp.
 Yet there was no straightforward continuity between the arguments of the natural lawyers, who had developed the most sophisticated accounts of private property, and the debates about property in France leading up to the revolution, in which Mably was an (unwitting) participant.
 Mably was operating with a needs-based conception of property and explicitly rejected the absolute view of private property which he associated with the natural lawyers and the indeed with the physiocrats, whose doctrine he attacked in the Doutes proposés aux philosophes économistes sur l’ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques (1768). It was only the modern theorists of natural jurisprudence (and their mouthpiece in De la législation) who held the extreme view that a property right consisted of liberty to dispose of property in whatever way one saw fit. Instead, Mably argued, property ought to be carefully regulated by the state if its harmful effects were to be contained.

What Mably thought was potentially useful about property were the passions it engendered, which could provide an incentive for participation in the politics of a reformed state. The passions, Mably argued, were the spring of virtue and vice alike. As the reviewer of Mably’s Principes de morale wrote in the 1784 edition of the Journal Encyclopédique, ‘several readers could cry scandal, seeing him begin lessons on virtue by frequent praise of the passions’.
 Mably is sometimes read as an advocate of stoicism.
 In fact he often held the stoics in contempt in his writings for their failure to appreciate the force of the passions and their importance. The skill of the legislator consisted in knowing how to manage the passions and make them work in the service of the public good. Legislators had to regard themselves as the ‘co-operators of providence’ and their most important task was to give ‘renewed energy to our social qualities’.
 ‘The passions that property has generated,’ Mably argued, ‘are, in a state, what winds are at sea’. It would be in the interest of poorer citizens to participate in the political decisions of the republic since they needed to protect their existing possessions from the avarice of wealthier citizens. Wealthier citizens too had an incentive for participation since their privileges were at stake. The modern legislator could thus reduce the evil effects of private property, whilst using the system to his advantage.

Avarice was too recalcitrant and devious a passion to be directly proscribed by law. ‘The art of the legislator,’ Mably claimed, consisted in keeping avarice and ambition ‘dormant and idle, by distancing ourselves from those temptations that invited us to be avaricious and ambitious’.
 As Mably presented it, the legislator’s first task was to reduce the needs of a state. ‘It is certain,’ he wrote, that ‘the more our laws teach us to content ourselves with little, the more they will serve to tighten the bonds of society, since they will develop and maintain our social qualities’.
 It was by having ignored this fundamental maxim that ‘the majority of the powers of Europe are mired in debts and reduced to living from borrowed wealth’.
 Reducing the overall needs of a state meant setting limits to the wealth of individual citizens. Accordingly Mably advocated the implementation of sumptuary laws to limit extremes of wealth. His English interlocutor mocked the austerity of Sweden’s sumptuary laws, insisting that there only tangible effect was ‘to stifle your industry’.
 Mably conceded that sumptuary laws were held in universal contempt but argued that there were few obstacles to their implementation. Taxation, moreover, could have a similarly redistributive effect. Indirect taxation was unjust and offered magistrates ‘a thousand pretexts and a thousand artificial means to satisfy their passions and deceive the people’.
 Because the establishment of property, Mably wrote, ‘has established the redoubtable maxim: nothing for nothing, and the state must have a revenue, let it at least be an inviolable law only ever to establish direct taxation on land’.
 The revenue collected from taxes on land ought, he argued, to be used for welfare purposes; the state could supplement the income of the state’s poorest citizens and offer them compensation in the event of misfortune.

Legislators also had to establish laws to govern inheritance, a potent source of inequality and political division. In this case it was the legislation of the Roman Republic that supplied Mably with the most admirable model. In Rome the state had been responsible for administering the estates of its citizens after their death. Property had not been allowed to pass from one family to another, thus preventing the concentration of property in the hands of a few influential families. In cases where all property was left to a single woman, for example, Mably recommended that she be given two adopted ‘brothers’ and the estate should be divided between all three parties.
 In the event of a citizen’s dying without an heir, his estate should be distributed among the poorer citizens living in the locality.

The republic of Switzerland supplied Mably with the most admirable example of this kind of property regime. In Switzerland, Mably argued ‘it was because people were more attached to the rules [of justice] that they were also happiest’.
 Yet he warned that the treasury at Berne posed a danger to the stability of the republic. ‘It was imprudent,’ Mably wrote, for the Swiss ‘not to have counted enough on the power of virtue’; perhaps, he warned, ‘the republic would one day find itself in difficulty, having established in its breast a nest for avarice and discord’.
 Yet the Swiss were at present able to contain the effects of these newfound riches because their laws, in contrast to those of the corrupt states of modern Europe, encouraged only basic needs and simple moeurs and had thus ‘formed a system of administration that prevents, checks [and] slows down the ravages of avarice’.

In the kind of state Mably envisioned a degree of inequality would certainly remain but it would be severely limited by the kinds of mechanisms he described in De la législation. The upshot of Mably’s entire argument was that virtue and equality were incompatible with a multiplicity of needs and wants. Once avarice was stopped in its tracks, mankind might be restored to its former proximity to the ‘view of nature’ and citizens would gradually begin to think less of the value of money and attach more importance to non-pecuniary forms of reward: the esteem of their fellow citizens and the distribution of public offices. Only a just state, which carefully regulated the property of its citizens, could restore the natural relationship between human beings and secure a solid foundation for political societies.

5. Trade and the “rich country-poor country” debate

If a regime of private property was the first problem that had to be solved in Mably’s vision of a modern republic, the other was trade. Trade had been a negligible affair in the ancient world but it had come to play a critical role in the politics of modern European states. In his discussion of trade in the Droit Public de l’Europe, Mably outlined a brief history of modern commerce. The discovery of America and de Gama’s arrival in the Indies injected a large quantity of gold and silver into the domestic economies of European states and served to stimulate industry amongst their inhabitants. New manufacturing arts were developed and existing ones perfected and gradually all European powers, even the large territorial monarchies, became involved in trade. The new needs that European states developed, Mably wrote, ‘linked all nations amongst themselves’ in a mutual exchange of goods. 

When large monarchies adopted policies designed to promote trade and generate revenue the consequences were disastrous. Louis XIV’s France and the policies of his finance minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, supplied Mably with the most vivid example of this new kind of politics. Part of the problem with modern trade, Mably claimed, was that it was too often ‘sacrificed [either] to the fortune of the prince [or] to the particular fortune of a few merchants or a company’.
 Moreover, he recognised, like Montesquieu, Hume and many other of his contemporaries, the hopelessness of any nation’s attempt to dominate global trade, insisting that this project was ‘no less chimerical nor ruinous than the project of universal monarchy on earth’.
 Here he relied on an argument advanced by the Irish Jacobite and former associate of John Law, Richard Cantillon.

Cantillon, whom Mably cited repeatedly throughout his work, and whom he described ‘as a man of the most penetrating genius,’
 had published an influential work in French, entitled Essay de la nature du commerce en géneral, in 1755. The argument that Mably took from Cantillon was that trade could not be a lasting source of prosperity. The modern desire to stimulate trade for the purposes of wealth-creation was in reality self-defeating. As Mably put it, ‘commerce was a kind of monster that destroyed itself at its own hands’.
 ‘When a state found acquired great riches,’ he wrote, paraphrasing Cantillon, ‘whether they were the fruit of its mines, of its commerce, or of contributions that it extracted from foreigners, it never failed to fall back into poverty’.
 ‘Ancient and modern history,’ he insisted, ‘was full of such revolutions’.

Mably explained Cantillon’s argument more clearly in the summary he gave in his Observations sur le gouvernement et des loix des Etats-Unis de l’Amerique (1784).
 The key to Cantillon’s argument was a particular understanding of the function of money. In the ordinary course of things money was simply a sign, which enabled comparison between the relative values of goods. Once a state had acquired new wealth from foreign trade or from conquests in the new world, Cantillon had argued, this would increase the total amount of money in domestic circulation. This increase would distort the natural relationship between goods and prices by reducing money’s purchasing power and by driving up the price of goods. This, in turn, would mean that a state’s goods for export would no longer be affordable abroad and the rich nation’s initial advantage would be undercut by competition from poorer countries, where wages and goods were cheaper. A steady flow of money out of the country would ensue (mainly from a country’s wealthier inhabitants in the pursuit of cheap luxury goods) and the state would be reduced to its former poverty. Mably’s use of this ‘Aristotelian-Machiavellian’ argument, which emphasised the natural and unsurpassable limits of wealth derived from trade, put him squarely within the terms of the “Rich Country-Poor Country Debate,” whose contours Istvan Hont has outlined.

Mably’s reinforced his use of Cantillon’s economic argument with a detailed picture of the dynamics of global trade. Competitive trade, he argued in the Droit Public, was a highly insecure business. The apparent wealth of European nations depended largely upon their possessions elsewhere in the world. Not only did this give rise to antagonism between European states over trading posts, commercial monopolies and colonies, it also diverted attention and resources from a nations’ domestic economy.

As Mably presented it, the advantages that nations enjoyed in trade were due primarily to a combination of luck and prudence that could easily be reversed. Strictly speaking, Mably argued, the balance of trade ought to incline in favour of the country with the most fertile land and the greatest abundance of natural resources. Yet Holland, the most conspicuously successful of commercial powers, had generated enormous wealth for itself from trade, despite its limited natural resources. This, Mably conceded, it owed partly to its industry. But it also owed it to the ignorance of other nations. ‘The industry of the Dutch would soon cease to enrich them,’ Mably warned, ‘if all the peoples, for whom they act as peddlers, were to conduct themselves with as much prudence as England’.
 Similarly, Mably claimed, ‘it is America that truly makes for Europe’s riches’.
 Were Europe’s colonies in the Americas to secure their independence, he argued, Europe’s colonial powers would be bound to lose their economic advantage. Not only would the newly independent nations now be in full possession of their own raw materials, they would rapidly master European skills and technology and Europe as a whole would find itself reduced to its former poverty.

If this was the long-term prospect produced by the intrinsic instability of competitive commerce, its effects on domestic politics were equally pernicious. The influx of new wealth and goods, Mably insisted, only served to multiply men’s needs. Where he had argued in the Parallele that luxury could function as a kind of artificial form of sociability which could not be destroyed without damaging the link that united men in society (citing Melon as an authority on the subject), he now rejected this position outright. The logic of international trade was relentless; the more commodities a state obtained the more restless it was to acquire more. This inevitably gave rise to the desire for conquest, or for the kind of commercial hegemony that the English sought. Not only then was luxury, as Cantillon had shown, ‘a sign of [trade’s] imminent decadence,’ but, like private property, it served to undermine sociability.
 Moreover it was similarly threatening to a nation’s military security: as Mably observed in his discussion of the impact of trade on modern Europe in the Droit Public de l’Europe, modern states had to rely on large numbers of mercenary soldiers who were a poor substitute for a disciplined army of virtuous citizen-soldiers.

Mably chided Hume in the Principes des Negociations for the latter’s endorsement of luxury in his Political Essays. ‘If the principal object that a government proposes in favouring trade is to increase the forces of the nation, and to put it in a position to defend its possessions against its enemies’, Mably asked ‘how can you doubt that luxury is contrary to this end?’.
 His condemnation of luxury as a major cause of the corruption of modern European states, placed Mably in line with Fénelon against Mandeville in the dialectic of the luxury debate that Istvan Hont has identified (Telemachus was one of the set of books in the course of study that Mably and his brother, Etienne Bonnot de Condillac organised for the Prince of Parma).

What made trade in the modern world inclined to produce luxury, Mably argued, was that the wealth it generated was not properly circulated amongst a state’s inhabitants. It was this failure too that was responsible for the cycle of luxury and poverty that his brother Condillac also described in his Essai sur le commerce et le gouvernement (1776). The amount of wealth a state could bear without becoming corrupt (and without being sucked into the cycle that Cantillon and Condillac described) depended on its government and how efficient it was at ensuring that wealth was shared amongst its citizens. If wealth and particularly wealth generated by agriculture) were properly circulated the revenue that the state could extract would be greater and more reliable.

A further danger of competitive trade was that states would neglect domestic agriculture and the balance of internal trade in their rush for a share in international markets. The way forward, Mably repeated, was for them to reduce their needs. ‘By banishing avarice and luxury,’ he insisted, ‘a state would find itself rich in its poverty’.
 In Du Commerce des Grains he echoed Melon’s argument that the large territorial states of modern Europe should become self-sufficient in foodstuffs to avoid the potentially devastating effects of a country’s having to rely on international trade to meet its basic needs. Instead of relying on foreign commerce to produce lasting prosperity, then, modern states had to turn their attention to internal trade and to the efficient circulation of wealth. Agriculture was the most secure foundation for the prosperity because the wealth that it generated was inclined to be evenly distributed amongst the state’s inhabitants.

Mably argued for complete freedom of domestic trade. ‘In general,’ he wrote, ‘trade could not be too free within a state’.
 In his essay on the grain trade, however, Mably took the side of Diderot, the Abbé Galiani and Voltaire (to name but a few) against those proponents of complete freedom of trade in grain in the debates of the 1770s. He insisted that provinces should have warehouses were surplus grain was stored, which could be used in the event of a shortage. Istvan Hont has shows that these two positions (advocacy of freedom of trade and support for intervention in the case of the grain trade) were perfectly compatible in the eighteenth-century.
 Mably’s commitment to freedom of internal trade did not (like the position of the Physiocrats in France or Adam Smith in England) stem from a commitment to a rather unusual philosophical principle, but from an equally well grounded conviction that it was the best way to meet the needs of a state’s inhabitants. Moreover, self-sufficiency in basic subsistence goods left more room for reciprocity in foreign trade.

But if trade within a state had to be free, Mably made it clear that a state might have to take steps to protect its own trade in order not to be entirely at the mercy of international markets in the cutthroat world of competitive trade. Otherwise, some nations might become mere ‘commissioners’ for the trade of others.
 Cantillon had been guilty, he argued, of neglecting the laws that states should enact to protect their commerce. Mably admired the English navigation acts, which had allowed England to engage in foreign trade without her domestic trade suffering. France could have enjoyed equal if not greater success if the policies of Louis XIII, which had prohibited both the import of goods which could be damaging to domestic industry and the export of raw materials, had not been abandoned in the wake of the Thirty Years’ War.

The root problem in the modern world, Mably argued, was that states no longer considered trade merely as a branch of government, but as the principle of politics. He condemned in no uncertain terms ‘that fateful politics which teaches that it is impossible to favour and develop trade to excess’, insisting that ‘if we regard commerce as the object and end of a flourishing state, we must immediately renounce all the principles of sound politics’.
 In his advice to the American revolutionaries on the subject of international trade in his Observations sur le gouvernement des Etats-Unis d’Amerique, he repeated this note of caution. Mably feared that the confederation of American states was already infected with the vices of Europe and the warning he sounded in the Observations was that extensive foreign trade might risk destroying the politics of union. Instead the danger was that America would fall prey to the competitive and unstable politics of balance that dominated Europe. Mably here confessed himself to be in agreement with Plato, who ‘to ensure the happiness of a republic desired that it not be established on the coast or on the banks of a river’ because such position would expose it to the corrupting effects of foreign trade. 
 

Mably conceded that Plato’s demands were too austere for the modern world, which was committed to trade in a way that ancient city-states had never been. Instead he endorsed the principles that the Anglican clergyman John Brown put forward in his Estimate of the Manners and Principles of the Times (1756) as ‘more proportionate to present manners’.
 It was possible, Brown argued, to fix trade in a state of ‘happy mediocrity’, which went beyond the poverty and ignorance characteristic of man’s earliest state but which stopped short of engendering luxury and encouraging avarice. In the Observations Mably quoted extensively from Brown’s Estimate of Manners, paying particular attention to his three-stage account of the development of trade:

To begin with trade furnishes the mutual necessities of trading nations, it anticipates their needs, it increases their knowledge, it cures them of their prejudices, it encourages sentiments of humanity; then it procures amenities, multiplies the number of citizens, circulates money, gives birth to the arts and sciences, dictates equitable laws, and spreads abundance and prosperity throughout; but having reached its third and highest stage, it changes its nature and produces quite other effects. It brings superfluities with opulence, it engenders avarice; it inflates luxury, and in bringing to the highest rank of people a refined politeness that weakens them, it visibly corrupts the principles of the entire nation.

Mably endorsed similar principles in his comments on the government of Poland, written at the behest of Count Wielhorski. Here he explicitly considered the charge that he was hostile to the development of trade and industry. ‘You are accustomed,’ he told the count, ‘to hearing me blame commerce, and sometimes in rather severe tones’. But, insisted, ‘commerce is necessary to all peoples who are not savage and who wish to escape barbarism’. 
  He went on,

I will praise [trade] when, without pomp or luxury, it serves to meet our simple needs without irritating our passions. Commerce, which needs to be encouraged in order to reach a certain stage at which it is still laudable, needs to be stopped in its tracks when, going beyond this stage, it serves only to damage the bonds of society by means of the corruption of manners it introduces.

If trade went beyond the limits that he prescribed, Mably warned, the cycle of luxury and poverty that Cantillon described was bound to set in. In response to the resulting outflow of currency, he continued, states would be inclined to resort to extraordinary measures to generate wealth. ‘We create banks,’ he wrote in the Observations, ‘so that paper can take the place of money [argent] that we do not have, and soon we insist that credit is the source of the prosperity of a state’. But these stopgap measures, Mably insisted, were no more than a ‘vain resource’, and states would eventually be forced to resort to armed force to retain their competitive advantage.

Mably did admit of the possibility that trade could unite all the nations of Europe in peaceful interaction, once cleansed entirely of its relation to power politics.  ‘We must hope,’ he wrote in the Droit Public,

that Europe, instructed by a thousand repeated experiences and by the writings of philosophers, will one day come to give trade only that place which it must occupy in society, and let it be guided by principles appropriate to that society. Far from being a source of corruption, calamities, quarrels and wars, it would then serve as a bond between all nations and would cause them to love peace.

Mably’s position on this subject was substantively the same as that of his brother, Etienne Bonnot de Condillac, in his Essai sur le commerce et le gouvernement considérés relativement l’un à l’autre, published in 1776. Both rejected competitive trade as damaging and divisive and both argued that once states had established flourishing domestic agriculture and internal trade it was possible to imagine a peaceful exchange of commodities between nations, with each state exchanging its surpluses for products it lacked. If states became largely self-sufficient, many of the problems associated with trade would fall out of the picture.

The thrust of Mably’s argument was that trade between states could be free only if were also fair. It is this dimension of Mably’s discussion of trade that ran in opposition to what became the dominant current of thinking in late eighteenth-century political economy, exemplified most clearly in the writing of Adam Smith. As Istvan Hont has noted, Smith shared many other thinkers’ condemnation of the politics of territorial expansion but his thought retained a Machiavellian core: it was economic growth that Smith counselled for modern states.
 Smith insisted that rich nations could maintain a competitive advantage in the event of competition from poorer countries, provided they were sufficiently responsive to international demand. It was Mably’s condemnation of competitive trade that eventually made his position, like Condillac’s, appear hopelessly ‘outdated, naïve and utopian’.

6. Republicanism and reform

In order to mitigate the harmful effects of property and trade it was vital, Mably argued, to establish the correct set of domestic political arrangements. The central thesis of Mably’s writings was that it was possible to establish a just system of republican government which would put limits on inequality, reduce its inhabitants’ needs and thus establish a degree of happy self-sufficiency (which in turn would make room for justice between states). This kind of government would restore the natural relationship between men, which was the only secure foundation for human happiness (bonheur).

Mably and Rousseau shared a desire to establish the kind of government that would make states relatively independent from one another and eliminate the sources of international competition. But Mably’s solution to the problem of resurrecting virtue in the modern world was not at all like Rousseau’s. The latter insisted that the only locus for a virtuous political order was a tiny state whose members were united in a community of feeling, much like the communities of the Valais which Rousseau had vividly described to Jean le Rond D’Alembert in his Letter to Monsieur D’Alembert on the Theatre (1758). The type of constitution he described in the Social Contract was an elaborate artifice. Such an artifice, Rousseau argued, was the only means of resolving the paradox that lay at the very heart of politics, what Rousseau called the problem of ‘squaring the circle’: how to put laws above men. Rousseau was not optimistic about the prospect of creating such a state. In a famous letter to the French économiste, Victor Riqueti, marquis de Mirabeau, Rousseau declared that there was no middle way between ‘the most austere democracy’ and the most perfect ‘hobbism’ (by which he meant a state ruled by God).
 The austere democratically secured, but electorally maintained regime of the social contract was only possible in a small state like Geneva; it was, Rousseau was adamant, wildly unsuitable for large, territorial states like modern France.

Mably was a good deal more optimistic on this score than his former friend: it was, he argued, possible to establish a just form of republican government in the large states of modern Europe. Moreover, Mably was not forced to resort to the kind of artifice that Rousseau had argued was necessary because Mably endowed man with a far fuller range of qualities and capacities than Rousseau’s pared down account of human nature had allowed for. Men’s social qualities were volatile, and continually at risk of being corrupted or denatured, but it was nonetheless possible for the legislator to make use of them provided he demonstrated sufficient prudence and wisdom. Where Rousseau had sought to make the self-centred survival needs of each household in a socially interdependent state the basis of political stability, Mably’s legislator sought to use the passions to leave more room for rationality and genuinely altruistic choices.

The great achievement of the ancient world, Mably argued, and particularly of Sparta and Rome, was to have established the conditions necessary for virtue to thrive. Many of Mably’s critics castigated him for too great an identification with the ancient world. This was the charge that Benjamin Constant directed at him in the expanded version of his 1820 address to the Athénée Royal in Paris, ‘The liberty of the ancients compared with that of the moderns’, where he named Mably alongside Rousseau as one of the ‘modern imitator[s] of the republics of antiquity’.
 But it was also the substance of the criticism levelled at him by Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Caritat, marquis de Condorcet. In his Life of Voltaire, Condorcet praised Voltaire and ‘all philosophers who have sought the definition of a free state in the nature and mind of man and not, like the pedant Mably, in examples drawn from the tyrannical anarchies of Italy and Greece’.
 In one sense, however, such criticisms were wide of the mark. Mably paid close attention to the conditions necessary for realising a republican form of liberty in the circumstances peculiar to the modern world and he was quite careful to show how the modern world might overcome the dual threats of tyranny and anarchy that Condorcet considered characteristic of the ancient world.

Mably’s English interlocutor offered a clear account of the differences between ancient and modern states in De la législation. ‘The small republics of antiquity,’ he argued, ‘had a great advantage over modern states, who are so proud of those great possessions which only serve to weaken them by slackening the springs of government’.
 Large states were a good deal more difficult to govern and far more liable to corruption and abuses. Moreover, because the assemblies of the ancient world had been able to assemble regularly and ‘without difficulty or expense’, the ‘public interest was never forgotten’.
 Modern general assemblies were, by contrast, large, unwieldy, and expensive and consequently rare. Where they did exist, Mably insisted those who attended ‘came with their minds full of their own domestic affairs rather than those of the state’.

Ancient states had also been a good deal more homogeneous than their modern counterparts. They had resembled large families, the Englishman argued, and their citizens ‘all knew each other [and] were capable of relating to one another and reaching agreements without difficulty’.
 Modern states, by contrast, were enormously fragmented. They were the locus of vast economic disparities and complex social stratification. ‘Today,’ the Englishman declared ‘society is, so to speak, composed of several peoples who have, or believe themselves to have, opposing interests’.

The same characteristics that made ancient states easier to govern made them a good deal more susceptible to reform. In the ancient world, the Englishman observed, ‘if a republic developed a vice…all that was needed was a good citizen, a virtuous magistrate or a suitable moment in time, in order for a salutary resolution to be taken’.
 Thus Lycurgus transformed Sparta’s constitution in a single day and the Athenians ‘agreed to take Solon as an arbitrator and obey the laws he dictated to them’.

The Swede, Mably’s mouthpiece in De la législation, encouraged the Englishman not to despair of the modern world. ‘Perhaps,’ he told him, ‘you bestow on the ancients some praise which they do not deserve and you despair too much of the modern world’.
 It was possible, he contended, to overcome the apparent weaknesses of modern states. Charlemagne’s kingdom, whose structure Mably described in some detail in his Observations sur l’histoire de France, provided the model for the kind of large territorial state that he advocated.
 Charlemagne’s reign was, Mably wrote, ‘the most remarkable period in modern history’.
 His first achievement was to have organized his kingdom along federal lines:

He began by dividing the lands of his dominion into a hundred different provinces. His secret was to give them individual assemblies open to every order of citizen. They were responsible for the needs of their district, for repressing abuses and maintaining respect for the laws. By way of each province acquired the movement that could be imprinted upon it and the whole empire acquired a new spirit and new manners.

In addition to these provincial assemblies there was also a general assembly, the Champs de Mars. This assembly had been set up under Charlemagne’s father, Pippin the younger, and brought together bishops, abbots, and the heads of noble families to discuss affairs of state. Charlemagne, Mably argued, perfected this institution and made it the foundation of the republic. Firstly he declared that it must meet twice a year, at the beginning of the summer and the end of the autumn, and the first law that he made was to demand attendance. More importantly, though, he recognised that it was necessary to include the people in this assembly. Charlemagne did this, Mably wrote, not just out of a sense of justice, but because it was the only way to concern the people with the public good. Because Charlemagne ruled over such extensive territory it was impossible for the whole body of the people to attend the assembly. Instead every county had to select 12 representatives, chosen from one particular class (or from the most notable citizens of the town). It was the Champs de Mars that was ultimately responsible for regulating the affairs of the nation. Three orders of the state, the clergy, the nobility and the people, were represented in three separate chambers, which met together only occasionally, to communicate decisions that had been made by each individual order and to discuss matters that were of general importance to the nation.

The federal arrangements of Charlemagne’s kingdom were crucial to circumventing the problem of size of the territory over which he presided. Such arrangements would similarly guarantee the survival and health of a republican system of government in the modern world. All that was required ‘to succeed in this enterprise,’ Mably wrote, elsewhere was

to decompose, so to speak, a state and turn all its provinces into as many federated republics. Their union will be their strength abroad and the small size of their territory will be their security at home.

Mably’s advocacy of a federal system of government put him at odds with what was to be the position of both the Abbé Sieyès and his allies and the Jacobins in the constitutional debates of the late 1780s, all of whom argued that it was imperative to preserve France’s political unity at the risk of reversing hundreds of years of progress.
 If organized according to a federal plan, he argued, modern states might very well be superior to ancient states. The latter had been more susceptible to reform by virtue of their size and homogeneity, the Swede admitted in De la législation, but these same qualities, ‘also contributed to making their laws more uncertain and fluctuating’. ‘When all the citizens of the republic were assembled,’ Mably wrote ‘the state had no bridle’.
 In a moment of passion, even the ‘wisest and most respected of laws was not always safe’.
 A system of representation by estates, which Mably advocated in Les Droits et Devoirs du Citoyen, would overcome the sources of instability that had plagued both international and the domestic politics in the ancient world, while leaving intact the principle of popular sovereignty.

Charlemagne’s state was a republic of a curiously hybrid kind; it had both a king and a court. Mably was keen to emphasise, however, that Charlemagne was not the sovereign; instead his role was essentially that of a first magistrate, the supreme executive authority of the French nation. His role, however, went beyond that of a mere rubber stamp for legislation. In the Observations, Mably noted that Charlemagne did not attend the assembly ‘out of respect for public liberty’.
 He could, however, be called in if the members of the assembly failed to reach an agreement. In such circumstances Charlemagne’s crucial role would be as mediator between the competing interests of the estates and as a symbol of national unity.

The problem with monarchy in modern Europe was that it risked degenerating into despotism, the progressive usurpation of the legislative power by the executive. The modern form of monarchy, Mably noted in De la Legislation, was uniquely moderate or ‘tempered’ but ‘if the natural inclination of this form of government went unopposed,’ Mably wrote, ‘it would soon become a despotism, like that of Turkey or Persia’.
 This, as Mably pointed out in the Droits et Devoirs du Citoyen was the very real danger for a nation like France.

In De la législation he made it clear that civil war was not the way forward in monarchical states, as he argued it might be for the American Confederation. Mably’s best initial hope was for the possibility of a ‘patriot king’, who would reverse the corruption of modern states by agreeing to part with some of his power and restore it to the people. 
 Yet he later evinced scepticism about the possibility of such a figure: ‘there will not come a new Charlemagne,’ Mably warned, ‘who, knowing the rules of justice and the true nature of glory will want to be no more than the first magistrate of a free nation’.
 In the Droits et devoirs du citoyen, a dialogue between a Frenchman and Stanhope, an Englishman, first published in 1789 but written and distributed in 1758, he outlined a different scenario.
 France, Stanhope pointed out was in a unique position in Europe vis-à-vis reform. The provinces of Spain and several other European kingdoms, he claimed, ‘had no means of recovering their liberty other than open revolt; because I see no institution from which they can expect reform of their monarchy’.
 The French, however, were ‘not reduced to this severe extremity’.
 Stanhope even claimed that he had seen in recent struggles between the parlements and the court in France ‘the moment where [the French] could have been free, if [they] had wanted to be’.
 Stanhope insisted that his French interlocutor must choose ‘between revolution and slavery’, insisting that ‘there was no middle way’.

The kind of crisis that Stanhope envisaged taking place in France was fiscal in nature. As Stanhope presented it, the parlement must refuse to grant the king the revenue he demanded and demand the reconvocation of the Estates General. This act of defiance, Mably argued, would serve to galvanise the nation as a whole. ‘There was no monarch on Earth, no sultan even, who would not be obliged to yield to the opinion of his slaves, as soon as his opinion was known’.

The Estates General, under the supervision of the parliament, would declare an année de réforme. Mably warned against sudden and violent reform, again insisting that avarice and ambition could not be tackled head on. The nobility should not in the first instance, Mably advised, be forced to give up their privileges and citizens had to be sure of their individual fortunes. In particular Mably insisted that the new regime must not frighten the state’s creditors by casting off the debts that the monarch had accumulated. Instead the third estate must undertake to repay the crown’s debts. 

Central to Stanhope’s project of reform was the setting up of commissions to investigate the abuses that had developed in the administration of government. These commissions would be responsible for preparing the agenda for the forthcoming meeting of the Estates General, which would be comprised of freely elected delegates from provincial estates. It was no use prescribing a definite course of action for the general assembly; they merely had to ensure that they were not again dismissed and called sufficiently often to avoid abuses amassing.

The executive authority had to be divided into separate branches to prevent corruption. A wise nation must, Mably insisted, ‘have several classes of magistrates just as she has several classes of needs’.
 Mably was concerned to limit the executive functions of the monarch as far as was possible. No single magistrate, he claimed, could have rights over a state’s finances; only the nation as a whole could be permitted to exercise this kind of control. The Estates General, supervised by a committee of treasurers, would control the administration of finances, records of which would be published annually. The right of declaring war would similarly no longer belong to the king, but to the Estates General.

Stanhope, the Frenchman in the dialogue pointed out, reduced the king to nothing more than ‘the inspector and censor of the militia’ and the diplomatic representative of the nation.
 He explicitly warned against outright republicanism, however, insisting that ‘with the unequal distribution of ranks, titles, riches, fortunes, dignities’ it was impossible in England, France or Sweden, ‘to think as they do in Switzerland’. A monarch was ‘necessary in a nation, as soon as she has lost those primitive ideas of equality and simplicity that men used to have, and is incapable of regaining them’. The French and the English needed ‘a privileged house to occupy the first place in society’; otherwise, Stanhope insisted, the nation ‘would be torn apart by divisions, hatreds, ambition, rivalries, intrigue and faction of a few considerable families’ and France would succumb to the same fate as Rome. 

In times of war, temporary suspension of the political order might be necessary. Once the dangerously unstable apex of decision-making had been removed, however, war would no longer be undertaken for profit but only to promote justice. Mably again reiterated that any attempt at territorial expansion was out of the question. The Romans, whose government was ‘the wisest ever to be established among men…owed its ruin to that lack of consideration that accompanies prosperity’.
 Rome, Stanhope argued, should have realised that it could not undertake the conquest of the Italian peninsula if it wished to preserve its liberty. It could, however, have found other means of consolidating its power and influence, by establishing and presiding over the same kind of confederation among the peoples of Italy that had existed amongst the city-states of Greece under the hegemony of Sparta.

7. Conclusion: reason and the love of humanity

The kind of domestic reform that Mably advocated if it took place in a single country would take some of the problems that had dogged relations between European states out of the picture. A new republic could display the kind of justice and magnanimity in its foreign policy that Sparta (by virtue of its domestic arrangements) had exhibited in her dealings with other Greek city-states. It would have worked to reduce its needs and ensure the efficient circulation of domestic wealth, rendering it almost entirely self-sufficient. Its military force would be primarily defensive, although it would presumably have the capacity to act in order to settle disputes. Moreover by virtue of its political arrangements it would be capable of achieving the kind of systematicity and consistency in foreign policy that was needed to establish a stable set of alliances. It would achieve its influence through negotiations and from the knowledge that others would have of its formidable military strength, and its foreign policy would aim to unite neighbouring states under a common system of public law, the foundations for which Mably had outlined in the Droit public de l’Europe.

As Mably put it in De la législation, England had indeed achieved influence in Europe by virtue of its commercial success. Yet it was not the kind of influence that would have any permanently transformative effect on the dynamics of European politics; it had achieved a temporary advantage by means of that kind of politics ‘which agitates and troubles Europe and serves only to tear it asunder’.
 Were a genuinely reformed state to come into being it would come to wield real influence. In his essay on the study of history, Mably posed a question. ‘What,’ he asked,

would France’s lot be today if the successors of Louis XI, instead of succumbing to the ambition to undertake conquests, had cultivated peace with their neighbours, brought fertility and abundance to their provinces, and instituted in their kingdom the saintly and salutary laws, which would make them feared only by making them loved and respected?

Similarly, Mably argued, had the Venetians opted for radical domestic reform instead of succumbing to the corruption of wealth, they would have enjoyed ‘the same consideration [in Europe] as the Spartans enjoyed in Greece’.
 Such speculation, Mably insisted to his interlocutor, was not as vain as it seemed: ‘It will serve to engrave more deeply in your mind the truths of politics that I have presented to you; and what is more, it will make them dear to you’.

Mably’s moral theory was essentially rationalist in character. Human beings did not simply feel the difference between right and wrong and subsequently give them a name (as both Rousseau and Shaftesbury in their different ways had argued); it was possible to know the ‘truths of politics’. This faith in the powers of reason was what connected Mably to Plato, to the Stoics and to Leibniz, whom Mably and Condillac both understood as arguing that man’s physical and rational nature were two sides of the same coin.
 For Mably, as for Leibniz, God was a perfectly rational being and the world created was the best possible. The passions were the natural springs of sociability – it was men’s passions that caused them to enter into society – but they were unstable. Only reason could correct their corrupting tendencies and set politics on a more secure footing.

Reason, however, was slow to develop. Mably’s account of its progress in human history in a late unpublished essay entitled Du Développement, des Progrès et des Bornes de la Raison was a kind of providential history, or theodicy. Only experience, he argued, could give men positive moral knowledge. ‘With the help of experience,’ Mably wrote elsewhere, we would come to realise that ‘time and meditation were the sole masters who could guide us to knowledge which is not beyond our grasp’.
 Positive moral knowledge was particularly important for the problem of constitutional design: legislators had to know how to construct a form of government that could make the passions work to the common advantage. The ‘moderns’ had a clear edge over the people of the ancient world in this respect simply because they had a good deal more history behind them. They had the capacity, Mably wrote, for knowledge of ‘the principles of that morality that makes for the happiness of societies and citizens’.
 Provided the modern world could ‘retrace its steps and renounce[e] the errors which we have made into principles’ it might stand a real chance of avoiding the cycle of decline and fall that had brought about the downfall of ancient city-states.

Mably’s rationalism also gave him greater faith than Rousseau in a human capacity for the kind of love of humanity that Phocion had praised in the Entretiens; because love was not based merely on feeling, it could extend to citizens of other states. Like the capacity for constitutional design, love of humanity was a distinctively modern virtue; the Greeks and Romans had both thought that the barbarians ‘born for servitude’ and had thus failed to understand the fundamental unity of the human race.
 But it was also the lesson of the Gospel. In his Défense de l’ordre social contre les principes de la révolution française (1798) the abbé Jean Baptise Duvoisin went so far as to say that Mably (among others) had recognised ‘that Europe owed to the principles and spirit of Christianity not only the gentleness and stability of its government but also that right of peoples [droit des gens] which has made wars less frequent, less obstinate and less disastrous’.
 Duvoisin no doubt overstated the case but his observation serves as a reminder of the essentially Christian framework which overlaid Mably’s account of the progress of reason. Even once it had developed, however, reason was relatively impotent in the face of the ‘empire of the passions’.
 As Mably put it in a footnote to the Entretiens, ‘while we ignore the laws by which nature unites all men; while we seek to establish a right of nations [droit des gens] favourable to ambition, avarice and force, [how] can we be inclined to think…that patriotism must be subordinated to love of humanity [and] must take the latter as its guide?’

The key was to restore the passions to their rightful place and enable man’s naturally altruistic tendencies to operate. If reform of domestic politics were guided by experience and knowledge of history, room might be made for love of humanity. This might then serve as the basis for a genuinely moral relationship between states. When Maximilien Robespierre proposed that the French Republic’s version of the declaration of the rights of man be revised to incorporate sections on the extent and limitations of property and the fundamental unity of the human race, contemporaries understood his message perfectly well.
 It was Mably’s message.
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