
The Promise of Peace? Hume and Smith on the Effects of Commerce on Peace and 
War 
Robert A. Manzer 

Hume Studies Volume XXII, Number 2 (November, 1996) 269-382.


Your use of the HUME STUDIES archive indicates your acceptance of HUME STUDIES’ Terms and 
Conditions of Use, available at 
http://www.humesociety.org/hs/about/terms.html. 


HUME STUDIES’ Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have obtained prior 
permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and 
you may use content in the HUME STUDIES archive only for your personal, non-commercial use. 
Each copy of any part of a HUME STUDIES transmission must contain the same copyright notice that 
appears on the screen or printed page of such transmission. 

For more information on HUME STUDIES contact humestudies-info@humesociety.org 

http://www.humesociety.org/hs/ 



HUME STUDIES 
Volume X X I I ,  Number 2, November 1996, pp. 369-382 

_ _ ~ -  

! 

c 

The Promise of Peace? 
Hume and Smith on the Effects 
of Commerce on War and Peace 

ROBERT A. MANZER 

The crisis of legitimacy that led to the precipitate fall of Communism in 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe proceeded in large part from the desires 
of peoples to join the West’s cornucopia of consumer goods and advanced 
technologies. In the end, neither seventy years of official indoctrination in the 
evils of bourgeois society nor forced collectivization succeeded in stamping 
out such desires; and as the success of free markets highlighted the short- 
comings of planned economies, they came to the fore. Unable to compete, the 
new model Soviet Man succumbed to the industrious, profit-seeking man of 
commerce, propelling the world toward a common way of life. In this way, the 
historic demise of Marxist communism appeared to confirm the much-storied 
power of commerce to bring peace. 

Just over two centuries ago, leading political and economic thinkers began 
to recognize that the explosive development of internal and international 
commerce might lead to a profoundly new epoch in human history. Many of 
course bemoaned the onset of this new epoch, seeing within the expansion 
of commerce the potential to unsettle previously authoritative moral under- 
standings. Others greeted it with more optimism-even glee. In the expansion 
of commerce, they saw the potential for promoting a greater humanity, 
ending violent religious sectarianism, and elevating man’s material estate. 
Most expressive of this new optimism, however, were the hopes for world 
peace that seemed substantiated by the pacific “spirit of trade” and “the 
mechanism of man’s inclinations themselves.”’ This article will examine the 
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thought of David Hume and Adam Smith on the meaning of the expansion 
of commerce for war and peace between nations. 

Previous treatments of this subject have focused on the “discovery” of 
“interest” and commerce,2 on the efforts to promote them in the service of 
peace and pr~sper i ty ,~  and on the “inescapable ambivalence” in Hume’s and 
Smith’s visions of commercial m ~ d e r n i t y . ~  While drawing on these earlier 
studies, I will focus more narrowly on Hume’s and Smith’s understandings of 
their own roles as shapers ofopinion. The need to perform this role grows out 
of the fact that while they thought “the natural effect of commerce is to bring 
p e a ~ e , ” ~  neither was confident that the spirit of commerce or the mechanism 
of man’s inclinations would in fact accomplish this. For them, most 
importantly, prudence was necessary to ease the tensions between the 
commercial world and the one that preceded it, as well as those within the 
commercial world itself. 

In focusing on the roles of prudence and opinion in Hume’s and Smith’s 
thoughts on commerce and war, this article provides a helpful corrective to 
earlier interpretations that stress their contributions to “a deflection of polit- 
ical philosophy towards the economic”6 and a corresponding diminishment 
of politics and political j ~ d g r n e n t . ~  It also provides a helpful perspective on 
the recent controversy over whether the contemporary expansion of 
democracy is a force for peace.* In general, the literature on this controversy 
slights the importance of commerce in favor of the cooperation-inducing 
potential of democratic institutional constraintsg and democratic norms and 
cultures. lo In opposition, critics cite the intractability of a Hobbesian concern 
with security that breeds suspicion and anticipant strikes.” To be persuasive, 
however, such arguments must take account of the power and character of 
economic self-interest, which is arguably the most prevalent and influential 
motive in the contemporary world. 

In this regard, Hume and Smith help us better understand modern 
self-interest by showing us how it depends on a certain intellectual basis. They 
show us how understandings of pride and self-interest itself must be carefully 
shaped to support modern self-interest. In addition, by returning us to the role 
of prudence in shaping this intellectual basis, Hume and Smith remind us of 
the limits to “the mechanism of man’s natural inclination” and of the need for 
supplementary human action to secure peace. Along these same lines, they 
also show us how, despite the tendencies towards peace unleashed by 
commerce, peace in the commercial age still depends on wise policies that aim 
at  securing nations by building their strength. 

The Problem of Pride 
For commerce to bring peace and security, Hume and Smith recognized, 

the problem posed by pride had to be ameliorated or even eliminated 
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altogether. They viewed pride as the seat of much, if  not all, uncivil and 
belligerent behavior, and held accordingly that pride had to be channeled into 
more pacific paths or, even better, subordinated to the calculation of interest. 
Merely liberating interest was not enough, for as interest could be strong and 
persistent, so still could pride. To accomplish their ends thus, Hume and Smith 
drew attention to the economic irrationality of the  most unpacific forms of 
pride: national and aristocratic pride. To strengthen their hand, they 
presented these forms in other unattractive lights, singling them out as narrow 
and unenlarged, even childish and foolish. 

“Our jealousy and our hatred of FRANCE are without bounds; and the 
former sentiment, at least, must be acknowledged reasonable and well- 
grounded,” Hume wrote in “Of the Balance of Trade.” “But what have we 
gained by the bargain?”I2 In posing this and other like questions, Hume 
sought to bring his readers face to face with the  economic costs of a belligerent 
and  jealous national pride. Mercantilist economics had defended the barriers 
and  obstructions on  free trade “occasioned” by this pride, but a true under- 
standing of “the nature of commerce” shows us that they are in fact a bad 
bargain: they raise domestic prices, curb foreign trade and reduce art and 
industry. Accordingly, “not only as a man, but as a BRITISH subject, I pray for 
the  flourishing commerce of GERMANY, SPAIN, ITALY, and even FRANCE 
itself.”13 Hume asserts that national pride should be tamed by recognizing 
economic dependence,14 but his reasoning also points to Smith’s cos- 
mopolitan merchant who is “not necessarily the  citizen of any particular 
country.”’5 

Economic rationality might also enhance peace and security at home, 
Hume and Smith argued. Here, the English aristocrats were the chief villains, 
and their fall from power the source of a valuable lesson. In the feudal period 
of English history, those aristocrats were the constant source of civil conflict; 
they ruled over independent, virtually sovereign fiefs, supported by an army 
of retainers armed to the  teeth.16 The most important effect of commerce, 
Hume argued and Smith seconded, was to induce the aristocrats to sacrifice 
these estates and their power to their desire for the new consumer goods. Once 
these goods became available through the advance of commerce, the nobles 
sought them out at the expense of maintaining their retainers, thus ending the 
slave-like existence of these men and diminishing the aristocrats’ power- 
base.” Such a shift of power alone attests to the power of economic interest 
and thinking to lead to peace and security, but Smith also sees in all this 
an opportunity to expose the hollowness of aristocratic pride and its 
correspondent way of life. These nobles “sold their birth-right, not like Esau 
for a mess of pottage in time of hunger and necessity, but in the wantonness 
of plenty, for trinkets and baubles, fitter to be the play-things of children than 
the serious pursuits of men.” Smith goes further: virtually all the behavior of 
the aristocracy can be traced to “the most childish vanity [which] was the sole 
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motive of the great proprietors.”18 Even their hospitality, displayed in their 
brilliant feasts and elaborate courts, which Montesquieu linked to a 
magnanimous lack of concern for self-interest, l 9  was really only the product 
of economic necessity; they had no other objects to satisfy their vanity. When 
new objects of vanity appeared, they unhesitatingly exchanged the  old 
retainers for the new trinkets and baubles. The monumental decline of the 
British nobility and the rise of the middle class is thus the  story of childishly 
vain aristocrats losing out to industrious merchants who were “much less 
ridiculous [in acting] from a view to their own interest.’’20 

The historic shift of economic and political power to “the middling rank 
of men” was only the first instance in which these men demonstrated the 
power of commerce to promote civil peace and liberty. Even in his own time, 
Hume remarked, this rank of men was “the best and firmest basis of public 
liberty” in the country that enjoyed “the most entire system of liberty that 
ever was known amongst mankind.”*l While Hume referred to their role in 
checking absolute power and promoting the rule of law, Smith stressed their 
reasonable resistance to the charms of an  older virtue. In The Theory ofMorul 
Sentiments, the latter idealized these men as “men of prudence,” most 
remarkable for their resistance “not only to all the vain splendor of successful 
ambition, but to the  real and solid glory of performing the greatest and 
magnanimous actions.” Instead of splendor, their virtues reflected civility and 
peacefulness: such men were sincere, capable of friendship, and exact observ- 
ers of common decencies. Not drawn to the heroic, their “first and  principal 
object” was “security.”22 

Pacific Interest? 
While individuals driven by considerations of rational economic self- 

interest are unlikely to be moved by pride to disturb the peace, they may be so 
moved by interest. The solution lies of course in prompting them to weigh the  
costs and benefits of a bellicose course against those of a pacific one. Accurate 
calculation favors the latter. But men in general and commercial men in 
particular do  not always calculate accurately, and when they do not, they can 
try to satisfy their interests through short-sighted unpacific acts. Hume and 
Smith thus underscore the  importance of channeling interest towards a pacific 
path by pointing to the  many instances where interest leads to conflict and 
war.23 

In the pre-civil natural condition, Hume writes, “avidity” for property is 
the greatest obstacle to establishing civil society among men. “Avidity alone 
of acquiring goods and possessions for ourselves and our nearest friends, is 
insatiable, perpetual, universal and directly destructive of society.” When left 
to its first and most natural movements, “there is no  one, who has not reason 
to fear’’ avidity for property; indeed the difficulties encountered in 
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establishing civil society are exactly proportionate to “those we encounter in 
restraining this passion.” No other passion comes close to this affection’s 
destructive power; vanity-a social passion and “bond among men”-is not 
even a distant rival. Luckily, people can be shown that peace and civil society 
satisfy this passion better than war and the pre-civil condition.24 

A similar calculation must be propagated to preserve civil liberty in more 
advanced societies, Hume indicates. The fate of civil liberty, as we know, rests 
on the fate of “the middling rank of men.” Because they possess property, they 
will not submit to slavery as their peasant ancestors did, and as their property 
is moderate, they lack the means to tyrannize others. They thus “covet equal 
laws, which may secure, their property, and preserve them from monarchical, 
as well as aristocratical tyranny.” Yet the economic arrangement that supports 
this sociopolitical result is exceedingly fragile. Brought into being by a shift in 
expenditures-the nobility’s shift from slave-like retainers to new consumer 
goods-the middling class of men could fall victim to another shift. Indeed 
the rich, acting short-sightedly on their interest, would prefer to tax the 
middle class into poverty than to raise taxes on themselves. They must be 
taught that English liberty rests on its middle class and that a relative equality 
of wealth is “the great advantage of England above any nation at present in 
the world.”2S 

As the interests of men in both the natural pre-civil condition and in civil 
society may lead to conflict, so may those conflicting interests even lead their 
nations to war. Contrary to Hume, who sees the  struggles of modern nations 
as wars of “jealous emulation,” Smith locates their source in the economic. 
Modern wars are about colonies, he  argues, and indeed “the late war was 
altogether a colony quarrel.”26To be sure, England’s attachment to its colonies 
has some basis in national pride, but its willingness to bear enormous costs in 
money and men to defend them can be traced only to the economic self- 
interest of monopolists. For these avaricious few, only a stranglehold on the 
trade of the  colonies, preserved by force, can assure the exorbitant profit they 
seek.27 Englishmen must be shown the costs of this policy and the benefits of 
opening up the colonies to domestic and foreign competition.28 

Peace through Strength 
While recognizing how the promotion of a properly directed interest 

might have a pacifying effect, Hume and Smith thought the most immediate 
and visible effects of commerce were on the way nations fought wars. The time 
of hand-to-hand combat, where martial valor and courage were the principal 
ingredients of military success, was fast approaching its end, a victim of 
advances made in armaments and technology. These advances followed 
closely upon ones in commerce and manufactures, while attendant advances 
in financing and bureaucratic organization had a like impact.29 Observing this 
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scene of events, Hume and Smith tried to fathom its importance. Both 
discerned that commerce would make modern nations stronger than all that 
had preceded them, and both sought to weaken prejudices that might impede 
the development of this new military might. Yet Hume and Smith also hinted 
that the massive strength of commercial nations would itself be a probable 
force for peace.30 

“Men of republican principles have been jealous of a standing army as 
dangerous to liberty,” Smith wrote, but such men neglect the fundamental 
changes brought to warfare by commerce and the division of labor. In pre- 
commercial societies-hunter-gatherer, agricultural-“every man is a warrior 
or easily becomes such.” Soldiering is here an  art suited to nearly all men 
because they sustain themselves through physically demanding forms of 
labor.31 Equally important, these men may easily depart their civilian work for 
military service. The work they leave behind can be done by old men, women 
and children, and they are not unwilling “to serve without pay during a short 
campaign.” By contrast, in a commercial society “the natural habits of the 
people render them incapable of defending themselves,” and the division of 
labor makes it impossible for commercial nien to leave their trades for even a 
short period without substantial loss. Additionally, with the advance of 
commerce, the  art of war becomes exceedingly intricate and specialized. There 
is thus only one sensible course to pursue: “render the soldier a particular 
trade, separate and distinct from all others.”32 

Cool-headed analysis also reveals “the irresistible superiority which a 
well-regulated standing army has over a militia.” Indeed the main truth borne 
out by the modern military is that “regularity, order and prompt obedience” 
are more important to determining the fate of battles than either “strength 
and agility of body” or “ the  dexterity and skill of the soldiers in the use of 
arms.” The physical strength and skill of the front-line fighters give way in 
importance to the  strategist, drill sergeant, provisions expert and financier. 
The proper response to these changes is not sadness or nostalgia for the  past, 
however, but hopeful expectation. Above all, these developments mean that 
the barbarians who have always been waiting at the gate of civilized nations 
can now be locked out for good. Out-gunned and out-organized by modern 
standing armies, “ the  poor and barbarous find it difficult to defend themselves 
against the  opulent and civilized’’-a development that “is certainly favour- 
able to the permanency and the extension of c i ~ i l i z a t i o n . ” ~ ~  

As men need to be disabused of their attachment to the militia and shown 
the benefits of a standing army, so, Hume argues, sovereigns need to be 
disabused of their reverence for classical civic virtue and shown the benefits 
of commerce. Concerned with the “greatness” of their state, sovereigns are 
drawn quite naturally to the  great classical republics, whose success was 
founded o n  the  total subordination of self-interested passions to a “passion for 
public good.” Yet sovereigns need to look more closely at what sustained these 
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regimes before they take a stand against commerce, Hume argues. Most 
importantly, they should see how an “extraordinary concurrence of circurn- 
stances” sustained them by sustaining a passion for public Sovereigns 
are thus led to recognize the inherent instability and limitation of the passion 
for public good and to conclude that this passion is “too disinterested and too 
difficult to support” to be the basis of a secure 

Instead of restraining commerce to foster an  inherently weak passion for 
public good, the sovereign should promote commerce and put the “power of 
the state” on the bedrock of interest. “ I t  is his best policy to comply with the 
common bent of mankind, and give i t  all the improvements of which i t  is 
susceptible.” Most importantly, by promoting commerce and interest, the 
sovereign can utilize a “principle” that is easy to “raise” and “cultivate.” 
Because it is easy to raise, interest diminishes the importance of supportive 
circumstances and thereby insulates the state against vicissitudes of 
Because it is easy to cultivate, interest affords the sovereign the possibility of 
increasing national strength beyond the static limits of nations past.37 

Like Smith’s, however, Hume’s analysis seems to point ultimately to a 
more peaceful commercial world. Most importantly, Hume’s commercial state 
does not rely on  war-inducing conditions to support its central principle or its 
strength. Unlike the classical republic’s passion for public good, interest 
thrives without belligerent circumstances. Moreover, as the superior strength 
of the commercial state derives from its superior material resources and 
technology, it is not likely to be a martial state, and the world it dominates is 
no t  likely to be a martial world. By becoming the strongest state ever, the 
commercial state promises the possibility of an  unprecedented and stable 
peace.38 

Martial Spirit and the Man of Commerce 
Despite their high regard for the utility of commerce, both thinkers held 

that the  security of the new commercial nation still depended ultimately on 
the capacity of its people to summon a martial spirit when necessary. Their 
recognition of the need for martial spirit softened their campaign against pride 
and  led Smith to despair for the fate of commercial society-Hume consid- 
erably less so. Their fears grew partly from the practical concern of national 
defense but were heightened by their view that a martial spirit was among “ the  
nobler parts of the human ~ h a r a c t e r . ” ~ ~  

“That in the progress of improvement the practice of military 
exercises ...g oes gradually to decay, and, together with it, the martial spirit ot 
the  great body of the people,” Smith argues, “the example of modern Europe 
sufficiently demonstrates.” Sovereigns cannot afford to treat this decay lightly, 
for “the security of every society must always depend, more or less, upon the 
martial spirit of the great body of the people.” Yet even if this were not so, and 
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even if  a nation’s defense could be founded solely on  its material resources and  
technical ingenuity (as seems more likely in our times than Smith’s), this 
decline would remain of concern. Combating the  spread of cowardice alone 
would justify the  expense of encouraging a martial spirit, for “a cow- 
ard ... wants one  of the most essential parts of the  character of a man”; such a 
man “is as much mutilated and deformed in his mind, as another is in his 
body, who is ... deprived of some of its most essential members.” Indeed “so 
great a publick evil” is the spread of cowardice that it ranks among the  most 
serious threats to the public health, rivaling “leprosy or any other loathsome 
and offensive disease.” Sadly though, commercial society abets this disease 
while lacking the resources to combat it. At fault is the division of labor: the 
uniformity and specialization of most tasks corrupts courage and saps the  
body of its vitality. Regular military exercises on  the  model of Greece and  
Rome might be employed to control the destructive tendencies of the division 
of labor, but the largeness of modern states makes them impractical-a fact 
confirmed by the experience of modern militias. Commercial society appears 
thus to be without any recourse against a n  “almost entire corruption and 
degeneracy of the great body of the people.”40 

Hume appears less pessimistic than Smith about the  possibility of 
sustaining a martial spirit in modern men of commerce. For him, the greatest 
threat to a martial spirit is commercial society’s advancing humanity, but he  
concludes that we need not “fear, that men, by losing their ferocity, will lose 
their martial spirit, or become less undaunted and  vigorous in defense of their 
country and liberty.” In commercial society a “sense of honor” can replace 
“anger” as the spring of martial spirit, and this affection is “more constant and 
more governable” than anger.41 At other times, however, Hume hints at a less 
sanguine view. In the Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, he  writes of 
modern men whose “narrow” souls are incapable even of appreciating, much 
less emulating, ancient “grandeur and force of ~ e n t i m e n t . ” ~ ~  Even here 
though, he suggests that education and social conventions could correct such 
“meanness” of spirit; the ancients furnish us with instructive examples of 
“dignity of spirit” and  “greatness of mind,” and “good manners and polite- 
ness” make it possible to reconcile humanity with a “noble pride and spirit.” 
By employing such means, Hume offers, a commercial society might avoid the 
gloomy fate that Smith projected for it.43 

Conclusion 
For David Hume and Adam Smith, the triumph of the commercial way 

of life meant fundamental change at the level of international relations, 
domestic society and individual psychology. In general, they viewed such 
change optimistically, eyeing greater wealth, political security and peace as 
the primary results. They were optimistic because they believed, as Hirschman 
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writes, that commerce would “activate some benign human proclivities a t  the 
expense of some malignant ones-[and] in this way . . .  repress and atrophy the 
more destructive and disastrous components of human nature.” Commerce 
could support a moderate middle class against an overbearing aristocracy, 
create economic links between prideful rival nations, and spawn an inter- 
national brotherhood of demanders and suppliers whose members saw each 
other as like-minded economic  calculator^.^^ 

While recognizing the potential beneficence of commerce, however, 
Hume and Smith saw its limits. Even in a world dominated by commerce they 
foresaw n o  perpetual peace. The limits they saw, like commerce’s beneficence 
itself, were rooted in human nature. Commerce promotes benign human 
proclivities, but it falls short of transforming human nature: destructive and 
disastrous components may reassert themselves in old and new forms (see 
modern nationalism and so-called “ancient” hatreds) and apparently benign 
ones may turn out not to be so benign. Ever wary, Hume and Smith teach that 
to realize commerce’s promise of peace and security, we must not under- 
estimate the sources of human insecurity and conflict. They suggest that even 
in our time-a time characterized by the ever-expanding embrace of 
commerce and commercial norms-reaching the goal of stable peace still 
depends on wise policies, and most probably, force. 
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among religions as the more effective policy for controlling “excessive 
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