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Economic Thought in A Discourse of the Commonweal:
‘Self-Interest’ and ‘National Interest’

YAMANE, Akihiro

A Discourse of the Commonweal, supposedly written at the peak of
the social unrest of Somerset’s protectorate in 1549 (but not published
until 1581), presents the most important economic thought produced
in Tudor England. The author is said to be Sir Thomas Smith (a
principal secretary of state, privy councillor, diplomat and MP during
the Tudor period), though, this work has sometimes been attributed
to John Hales (a member of the commission to deal with ‘enclosure’
and MP in the reign of Edward VI and Elizabeth I). Discourse adopts
a characteristic mode of academic analysis, the dialogue, in this case,
between five people in total (a doctor, a knight, a merchant, a capper,
and a husbandman), each of whom represents different social groups,
promoting their sectional interpretation of the causes of inflation.

On an individual level, the author, quoting Plato, assumes each
person seeks to enhance his advantage and increase his profit, and
‘buying cheap and selling dear’ is a behavioural law of man’s fallen
nature. Therefore the author thinks man is weak, avaricious, and
egotistical. In contrast, based on classical humanism (presumably
Cicero’s De Officiis), the author appeals to Englishmen to devote
themselves to ‘commonwealth’, a community aimed at the achievement
of ‘public good’. According to the doctor (or the author), ‘violent
Inclosures’ of arable land is not allowable in ‘commonwealth’, because it
is ‘proffitable to one’, but unprofitable (or rather harmful) to all. Thus,
to the author, ‘self-interest’ is acceptable unless it damages ‘public
good’.

On a state level, the author shows a strong, coherent aversion to
foreign countries or foreign trade, and emphasizes the necessity to
protect the English economy. Although the author gives some weight
to the conventional explanations of sheep farming, enclosure and the
raising of rents, he sees the main cause of inflation as lying in the
debasement of the coinage and competition from foreign imports. To
be more specific, ‘strangers’ smuggled out a great amount of brass in
exchange for gold, silver and the staples of England, and prices have
sharply gone up. In addition, they brought many expensive ‘trifles’, and
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purchased products of England at lower prices. As a result, English
merchants couldn’t help selling their products at higher prices, which
is why inflation was caused in England. Thus, the author mechanically
shows the way to maintain ‘national interest’ in foreign trade. Neal
Wood sees Discourse as a work of ‘political economy’ due to its advocacy
of ‘self-interest’ (or economic individualism), but the separation of
economy and ‘moral philosophy’ could be found on a state level.
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