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What is the relationship between the development of a capitalist economy and the emergence of modern, democratically-governed society?   This paper argues that, in the case of Old Regime France, commercial and political modernity both followed from the absolutist monarchy’s efforts to centralize and rationalize the administration of commerce.  

By codifying commercial law and establishing a royal Bureau du Commerce, the monarchy attempted to assert control over an array of largely independent, self-governing merchant bodies—including, most importantly, the merchant courts, or juridictions consulaires.  Here, as in so many other arenas, the absolutist monarchy pursued rationalization as a means of augmenting its own power.  But as Tocqueville famously recognized, it was the victim of its own success.

Centralization enabled the monarchy to exert greater control over merchants and their courts, but it also caused merchants who had previously viewed themselves as divided by barriers of geography and corporate status to discover the common interests uniting them—interests which would eventually lead the sixty-seven merchant courts existing at the end of the Old Regime to join together in making demands from and against the very monarchy that had caused them to recognize their own commonality.  These courts made their demands in the name of “le commerce.”  But while this term had previously referred to a status group within the Old Regime corporatist order—namely, those people engaged in commercial undertakings—it had now come to designate the sum total of wealth-producing and -transferring activities that, through the division of labor, sustained the social order.  By facilitating the emergence of this new conception of “commerce” as a social function, the absolutist monarchy contributed significantly to the rise of “society” as an actual entity: an association of interdependent individuals united by virtue of their common relationship to the national economy and to the state.

