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Abstract: This paper investigates the sources of Jacob Viner’s universal economy doctrine, which is 
part of his argument that theological arguments for free trade preceded and shaped the economic 
arguments. Viner’s key source is the influential fourth-century pagan orator Libanius, quoted by 
Hugo Grotius, but identification of the passage in Libanius has eluded contemporary scholars, even 
though Viner’s Libanius quotation and the universal economy doctrine it supports has been used in 
many subsequent works on the history of international trade theory. Investigating the context of the 
passage and Libanius’ economic views suggests that he meant something very different to the ways 
that Grotius and Viner and many subsequent authors used the passage. Rather than merely convicting 
these authors of crimes against the canons of contextual historiography, we suggest that viewing the 
curious tale of the quotation and its subsequent use through the lens of reception history would be 
more fruitful.  

 

Keywords: history of international trade theory, Libanius, Grotius, Jacob Viner, universal economy, 
reception history 

  



2 
 

1. Introduction 

Jacob Viner’s 1937 Studies in the Theory of International Trade remains the standard history of 
international trade theory, especially for the early period. One of its most important themes is that 
theological arguments for free trade preceded and shaped economists thinking about trade. An 
important part of Viner’s argument is what he calls the “universal economy doctrine,” after the 
German Idee der Universalökonomie (Oberfohren 1914; 1915). According to Viner, it “has claims to 
be the oldest and longest-lived economic doctrine we know of” (Viner 1959, 42). He describes the 
doctrine as follows: 

In the ancient Greek and Roman classics is to be found the doctrine that differences in natural 
conditions in different countries made trade between these countries mutually profitable. The 
early Christian philosophers took over this doctrine and gave it a theological flavor. God had 
endowed different regions with limited but varied products in order to give mankind an 
incentive to trade, so that through a world economy they would become united in a world 
society, and as children of one God they would learn to love each other (Viner 1937, 100). 

According to Viner the doctrine “continued to have some currency in the Middle Ages” and “was 
freely invoked in favor of free trade in England in the nineteenth century, and occasionally reappears 
in the twentieth century” (Viner 1978, 38). 

Crucial to Viner’s construction of the universal economy doctrine is a quotation from fourth-century 
Antiochian pagan orator Libanius, who Viner suggested influenced many other ancient writers and 
eventually early modern ideas about trade. While he does not portray Libanius as the inventor of the 
doctrine, nor as the only source for later writers (see Hengstmengel 2019, 59-62 for earlier ideas), he 
does claim Libanius was the first to explicitly relate to free trade to divine providence, and thus 
brought it into the Christian tradition. 

Libanius was not quoted in Viner’s Studies, but the quotation appears in his 1959 Wabash lectures on 
“Economics and Freedom” (Viner 1959, 41), and later in his 1966 Jayne lectures posthumously 
published as The Role of Providence in the Social Order (Viner 1972, 36) and in the unfinished 
chapters found among Viner’s papers that were edited by Donald Winch and Jacques Melitz (Viner 
1978, 37).1 The quotation from Libanius is:  

God did not bestow all products upon all parts of the earth, but distributed His gifts over 
different regions, to the end that man might cultivate a social relationship because one would 
have need of the help of another. And so He called commerce into being, that all men might 
be able to have common enjoyment of the fruits of earth, no matter where produced (Viner 
1978, 37). 

Viner’s universal economy argument and the Libanius quotation that supports it have been endlessly 
recycled in the literature on the history of trade theory (e.g. Irwin 1995; Maneschi 1998; Magnusson 
2004), and an independent literature has grown up on the universal economy doctrine (Santori 2019; 
Froese 2020; Lempel 2020; etc.)  

The problem is that nobody was able to find the crucial quotation in modern editions of Libanius’ 
works, until Hengstmengel (2019, 59) identified the passage in Libanius’ 59th oration, now available 
in Lieu and Montserrat (1996, 164-209). This was no easy task as Viner was quoting Libanius from 
an English translation of Grotius 17th century Latin work De iure belli ac pacis (On the Rights of 

 
1 Viner’s citation did not allow the quotation to be located in Libanius’ works until recently, as explained further below. 
In Viner’s defense it is worth pointing out that none of texts where the quotation appears was a finished and fully 
referenced publication issued by Viner himself. Two of the texts were lectures. This probably also accounts for the slight 
differences between the quotations in different Viner texts.  
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War and Peace), and Grotius gave no indication of which of Libanius’ voluminous Greek works the 
passage came from. Hengstmengel’s discovery however only deepens the mystery of the universal 
economy doctrine. 

This curious tale of the universal economy doctrine supported by the Libanius quotation is a lesson 
in the importance of historians of economics working with primary sources. It also raises questions 
about the limits of the contextual historiography, exemplified by Quentin Skinner’ (1969) and picked 
up by increasing numbers of historians of economic thought including Viner’s PhD student Donald 
Winch (1983; 2009). We will suggest that while contextual historiography has its strengths, an 
alternative reception history approach might shed more light on what is going on here. The next 
sections first trace the Libanius’ quotation in Grotius and its original context, and subsequently how 
it travelled from the Church Fathers to Adam Smith. 

2. Libanius in Grotius and Viner  

Viner took the Libanius quotation from the 1925 English translation of the second, 1631 edition of 
Grotius De iure belli ac pacis. Grotius used the quotation in support of a right to free international 
commerce, implicitly to justify Dutch attempts to muscle in on Spanish and Portuguese trade in the 
East.  

It appears in book 2, chapter 2 entitled “Of Things which belong in common to all Men” where 
Grotius suggests following the biblical book of Genesis that “Almighty God at the Creation, and 
again after the Deluge, gave to Mankind in general a Dominion over Things of this inferior World” 
(Grotius 2005, 420). He then develops the Biblical idea of dominion into an argument for free 
movement of persons and then of goods: “Neither is this Liberty of Passing due to Persons only, but 
also to Goods and Merchandize; for no Body has a Right to hinder one Nation from trading with 
another distant Nation; it being for the Interest of Society in general, and no Way detrimental to any 
Person; for if any one be disappointed of a Profit which he only expected but had no Title to, this 
ought not to be reputed an Injury” (Grotius 2005, 443). As was common in other Northern-European 
Christian humanists of his time, Grotius’s arguments are buttressed with quotations from classical 
and especially Christian authorities.2 One of them is Libanius: 

 GOD has not bestowed all his Gifts on every Part of the Earth, but has distributed them 
among different Nations, that Men wanting the Assistance of one another, might maintain and 
cultivate Society. And to this End has Providence introduced Commerce that whatsoever is 
the Produce of any Nation may be equally enjoyed by all (Libanius as quoted by Grotius 
2005, 444; the different wording to Viner’s version above is because Viner used the 1925 
Kelsey translation, p. 200). 

It is interesting to observe that Grotius translated the pagan writer Libanius’ Greek oikouménin 
systisaménou into Latin as Deus which became “God” in the English translations, probably 
attempting to Christianise Libanius’ Stoic version of providence. For some time it was believed that 
Libanius converted to Christianity later in his life. In a 1638 letter, Grotius refers to him as “Libanius 
a pagan man, but non an undiligent reader of the gospel” (homo paganus, sed evangelii non 
indiligens lector). Modern biographers are sceptical about Libanius’ conversion, and a converted 
Libanius had obvious attractions for subsequent Christian authors who wished to use his writings. 

No citation to Libanius’ works is given by Grotius.3 The eighteenth-century editor and translator of 
Grotius, Jean Barbeyrac indeed remarks that “our author gives no clue from which one can 

 
2 Grotius (2005, 443) also quotes the Jewish writer Philo (c20 BCE - 50 CE) and the moral essays (c110) of the Greek 
Platonist writer Plutarch on usefulness of seas as part of divine providence.  
3 Grotius provided both the original Greek text and his own Latin translation “Deus non omnia omnibus terrae partibus 
concescit, sed per regiones dona sua distribuit, quo homines alii aliorum indigentes ope societatem colerent. Itaque 
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conjecture from which place in Libanius he got these words” (Grotius 1729, 281n21) and none of the 
subsequent English additions were able to add to Barbeyrac’s remark.  

Viner (1978, 37) cited “Libanius Oration III,” a citation which puzzled many contemporary scholars 
who have attempted to locate the original source. The passage is not in Oration 3 in any of the 
modern editions of Libanius. Viner may have come across this reference in that other famous 
seventeenth-century jurist, Samuel Pufendorf (1684, 377). Pufendorf took his Latin translation 
directly from the first printed, bilingual edition of Libanius’ Orationes by Fédéric Morel. Oration 59 
in today’s numbering appears in the second 1627 volume of Morel as “Libanii oratio III” (Libanius 
1627, 100-72). So the mystery of the source of Viner’s citation now appears solved, and Viner who 
was meticulous about citation of sources is absolved of any error in his citation practices. Though 
with the benefit of hindsight he could have been clearer in this case, saving subsequent authors a 
great deal of detective work.  

3. Original Context of the Passage in Libanius  

To probe more deeply into the curious tale of the Libanius quotation and its use by Grotius and Viner 
it is helpful to have some background information about Libanius and his works, the context in 
which he wrote, and his economic views.4  

Libanius (c. 314–94) taught rhetoric in his famous school in 4th-century Antioch. This is the period 
after the conversion of the Roman Emperor Constantine to Christianity, and the division of the 
Empire between the predominantly Latin West focused on Rome, and the Greek East ruled from the 
new capital Constantinople. Antioch was a busy trading centre in the eastern part of the Empire, 
connecting overland caravan routes from the Levant and from Egypt, and sea traffic, including from 
the West of the Empire to Constantinople5. In Oration 11 (called the Antiochikos in Greek), dating 
from 336, the earliest extant history of Antioch, Libanius lauds the city’s flourishing trade.  

What is more inexhaustible, more lasting, than the wealth of goods which we have for sale? 
These are so distributed through the whole city that no one part of the city can be called the 
market; neither must those who wish to buy things come together in any one place, but the 
goods are right before everyone, before their very doors, and everywhere it is possible for one 
simply to stretch out his hand in order to take what he wishes (Or. 11.251, in Downey 1959). 

He goes on to describe the benefits of its river as a source of fish and means of local transportation, 
and the seaport further down the river that allows for international commerce. 

Our universal economy passage, however, is part of Oration 59 (the Basilikos; Callu 1987), which 
dates from 346-8. In this imperial oration, Libanius celebrates the two surviving sons of Emperor 
Constantine the Great, Constantius II and his brother Constans 1, who respectively reigned in the 
eastern and western part of the Roman Empire. One of their major achievements, according to 

 
mercaturam excitavit, ut quae usquam nata sunt iis communiter frui omnes possent”. This suggests that he did not find it 
in an anthology—which were very common among humanist scholars—but actually in a work of Libanius himself. From 
the fact that Grotius does not provide a reference to the Orations, we may infer that did not have access to Morel’s 1627 
edition of Libanius’ Orationes. If this is the case, he must have either consulted one of the handwritten codices 
containing the oration or, more likely, the first printed and bilingual edition of oration 59 (Libanius 1614). In any case, it 
seems that Grotius preferred his own translation of the passage since the Latin is very different from Morel’s. 
4 Libanius biography and context are discussed in Van Hoof (2014) and Cribiore (2007). The standard edition of Libanius 
works in Greek is now Richardus Foerster, Libanii Opera (Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1911). Various works have been 
translated into English by A. F. Norman for the Loeb Classical Library, and by Sam Lieu, Raffaella Cribiore and others. 
There is a useful table of dates and translations of the orations in Van Hoof (2014, appendix). 
5 Mayer and Allen (2000 p11) write that Antioch was “Situated at the nexus of the trade route from the far east to the 
eastern shores of the Mediterranean and the land route from Egypt through to Constantinople and the west, it enjoyed the 
availability of a broad range of produce, goods and services” 
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Libanius, is that they managed to establish peace. Thanks to their irenic qualities, the empire is no 
longer internally divided. At this point, near the end of the oration, he comes to speak of commerce:  

I think indeed that the very purpose of the creator of the world is now above all being 
maintained. For when he established the earth, poured forth the sea and extended the rivers, 
and displayed the position of the islands surrounded by sea, he included everything in this 
creation — seeds and cattle and in short all that human nature was going to need. However he 
did not assign everything to every part, but divided the gifts throughout the countries, 
bringing mankind into partnership through mutual need; and so he reveals commerce, so that 
he may make common to all the enjoyment of what is produced among a few. This 
humanitarian scheme, then, which might bring deliverance, had previously been destroyed 
and ruined, and the plan of social intercourse had been equally prevented by murders, and its 
architect taken prisoner and thrown down a precipice. The state of the earth was as if it had 
been split in two. But now what was hitherto separated came together and has been joined, 
and what so far had been torn apart has been restored to its proper condition. There is one 
continent, one sea, the islands common to all, the harbours opened up and gates thrown wide. 
Merchant ships everywhere convey products from all parts and crowd the anchorages. A 
mutual community has extended through practically all the land under the sun, with some 
travelling for exploration and others for other reasons, some who cross oceans and others who 
traverse the continent (Or. 59.169-71, in Lieu and Montserrat 1996). 

The immediate context of our passage, and the fact that it is part of a panegyric written on command, 
and probably paid, raises suspicions that it may not be a straightforward expression of Libanius’ 
views on trade. Though even if we do not attribute this view of trade to Libanius, there is no doubt 
that in composing the praise of the Emperors promotion of trade, and connecting this to divine 
providence, he is drawing on the common stock of ideas and rhetorical tools of his time. While 
Libanius was the first to formulate the universal economy doctrine in full, he obviously built on 
earlier writers who articulated parts of it.6  

Suspicions about our passage not being a sincere expression of Libanius’ view of trade are 
heightened by the difficulty of finding similar ideas in Libanius’ other works. In the Antiochikos, 
once more, he does describe how Antioch’s harbor receives ships “from all parts of the world, 
carrying goods from everywhere” bringing “the best of what is best everywhere,” thanks to which 
the people enjoy “the fruits of the whole earth” (Or. 11.264). However, to Libanius’ delight the 
seaport in question was not part of the city but located down the river in Seleucia by the Sea. In an 
earlier part of the oration dealing with the city’s geography, he explained that Antioch’s distance 
from the sea should in no way be seen as shortcoming. Cities situated directly at sea not only face 
physical dangers but also moral ones. Receiving sailors and merchants from all over the world, they 
are exposed to vulgarities, inappropriate language, and “all the other things which have the power to 
ruin and destroy the morals of a city” (Or. 11.35-41). Libanius’ distrust of maritime sites was hardly 
original, and continued a tradition that began with Plato, Cicero, and Strabo. And shared with the 
Christian Scriptures where the sea peoples constant were a threat to the ancient Israelites, and the sea 
becomes an image of evil. 

Equally common for a classical writer and landed aristocrat was Libanius’ preference for agriculture 
over overseas trade (Vryonis 1993). In a collection of Progymnasmata, model exercises in prose 
composition and rhetoric, we find an exercise in encomium on farming and one in comparison 
comparing farming and shipping. They present farming as a gift of the gods that is both most useful 

 
6 See Herodotus, Historiae 1.32; Virgil, Georgica 1.50-61; Seneca, Epistulae 87.21 and Naturales Quaestiones 5.18; 
Philo of Alexandria, Legatio ad Gaium 7.47; Plutarch, Moralia 957a-b; Florus, Epitomae de Tito Livio bellorum omnium 
annorum 3.6.1; Origen, Contra Celsum 4.76.  
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and virtuous. Sailing, by contrast, originated from greed—Libanius echoes Plato, Juvenal, and 
Horace—and makes someone unjust and “a slave to profits” (Encomium 7.15, in Libanius 2008). 
Merchants indeed “show contempt towards the gods, and they sail to every city, doing this evil, 
lying, deceiving, and misleading” (Comparison 4.7). Even though these views cannot be taken as 
representative of Libanius’ economic philosophy, they in any case were being argued for at his 
school.  

A more complex case is the third exercise in thesis, still from Libanius’ Progymnasmata, “Whether 
one should sail.” It bears resemblance to the universal economy-passage but most likely is spurious, 
composed by Pseudo-Nicolaus (fl. late fourth or fifth century). It claims that sailing arose from the 
goddess Athena and therefore cannot be but beneficial. “For when the goddess saw the produce of 
the earth coming to men without profit, as sailing did not yet exist, she granted them to work the sea, 
just as nature allowed them to labor on the mainland, and she made the crossing of the sea, not easy 
under any circumstances, be provided for them more readily.” Having argued that sailing makes men 
wise, courageous, and just, the text concludes that it is beneficial to gods and mortals alike: “sailing 
will bring benefit to them all—honor to the gods, and no average revenue to men” (Thesis 3.2 and 9, 
in Libanius 2008). The same thesis whether one should sail can also be found in Libanius’ student 
Aphthonius of Antioch and apparently was a rhetorical commonplace.  

In order to reconstruct Libanius’ economic views, we should also consider two exercises in 
invective, Invectives 5 and 6 on wealth and poverty (see Libanius 2008), and three of his moral 
discourses, Orations 6 (On insatiability), 7 (That enriching oneself unjustly is worse than poverty), 
and 8 (On poverty) (Libanius 1988). These texts are full of classical platitudes—e.g. human greed 
has no limits; wealth and poverty breed moral evils; friendship is true wealth—and ignore the subject 
of international trade. A single exception is a passage that links success in commercial ventures to 
goddess Fortune (Or. 6.13-4). 

All in all, our provisional conclusion must be that there is no evidence that Libanius was an advocate 
of free trade. He is doing something very different in Oration 59 to what Grotius and Viner have 
implicitly suggested he is doing. That of course is problematic if we are holding Grotius and Viner to 
the laws of contextual historiography as outlined in Skinner (1969). It is doubtful whether Grotius 
and Viner themselves would accept the standards Grotius like other writers of his time is largely 
indifferent to the original context of quotations that he employs. Viner was more careful than most 
historians of economics to attend to the original context, and we suspect would have enjoyed 
Skinner’s excoriation of the mythologies of doctrines, coherence, prolepsis and of parochialism. It is 
debatable though whether Viner would have accepted Skinner historiography entirely.7  

4. The Universal Economy Doctrine in Libanius’ Pupils  

As noted above the School of Libanius in Antioch was famous throughout the Greek speaking East 
of the Roman Empire. Despite Libanius’ well-known antipathy for Christianity his pupils indeed 
included St. Basil of Caesarea (c330-79) and St. John Chrysostom (c349-407), two of the most 
important Greek Fathers of the Christian Church.  

Chrysostom graduated from Libanius’ school around 367 (Kelly 1995; Mayer and Allen 2000, 3), so 
about 20 years after Oration 59 was delivered, though it may have by then become a set text for 
rhetorical exercises in the School.  

 
7 Viner’s historiography is complex, and describing it goes well beyond the scope of this paper. His PhD student Donald 
Winch discusses it briefly in Winch (1983), but the influences on his practice including contact with Arthur Lovejoy, and 
his mature historiographical position outlined in unpublished 1960s lectures at University of California and Harvard 
deserve further attention.  
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Something like Libanius’ universal economy doctrine occurs in several places in the writings of 
Chrysostom.8 One of these is from Chrysostom’s second book on Compunction, which is addressed 
To Stelechius:  

Can we sufficiently express our great Facility, of trading one with another? For, that the 
Length of the Way might not deter us from a mutual Converse, GOD has given us a shorter 
Road, the Sea, which lies near every Country; that the whole World being considered as one 
House, we may frequently visit one another, and mutually and easily communicate what each 
Country affords peculiar to itself; so that each Man who inhabits a small Portion of the Earth, 
enjoys whatever is produced elsewhere, as freely as if he were Master of the Whole: And, as 
if we were at a well furnished Table, we need only stretch out our Hand, and give what stands 
before us to those who are placed at a Distance from us, and in our Turn receive from them 
what stands within their Reach (as quoted by Grotius, following the English translation of 
Grotius 2005, 443 – Grotius gives the citation St Chrysostom Ad Stelechium9). 

There is a question of how such universal economy passages fit with Chrysostom’s vigorous and 
well-known denunciations of wealth. Chrysostom is possibly following Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and 
many other classical authors in distinguishing between vicious profit-driven retail trade and 
honourable long-distance trade meant to supplement a region’s self-sufficiency. Long-distance or 
international trade is necessary in a way that domestic trade is not. Chrysostom’s denunciations of 
wealth moreover were in the context of famine, where the long-standing Christian teaching against 
wealth holders withholding assistance to the needy, regardless of whether that wealth was acquired 
viciously or honourably.  

Grotius mentions similar support of the right to trade in Basil of Caesarea’s Hexaemeron, which is 
Basil’s nine homilies (c378) on the six days of creation in Genesis. Grotius does not refer to 
particular passage. Perhaps he means Homily 4, section 6 where Basil writes the sea  

joins together through itself mainlands far distant from each other, affording unhindered 
intercourse to sailors, through whom it bestows also a knowledge of things unknown; it 
becomes a patron of wealth to merchants, and it easily supplies the needs of life, providing 
for the exportation of superfluous articles by the prosperous and granting to the needy the 
remedy for their wants (translation in Basil 2003, 65).  

Here it operates as one of Basil’s many proofs of God’s goodness in arranging the world for man’s 
benefit.10 

So just as we concluded for Libanius, Chrysostom and Basil are doing something quite different in 
context to the way Grotius and Viner used their texts.  

 

 
8 Chrysostom, Homilia de perfecta caritate 1; and cf. Homiliae in epistulam I ad Corinthios 25.5, 34.7; Homilia in 
epistulam ad Philippenses 10.5. Like Libanius, Chrysostom in Homilia in Matthaeum 9.6 also regarded greed as a motive 
for shipping. 
9 An alternative modern translation is provided by Gonzales (2011, 202): “But how may one worthily set forth the facility 
given us for mutual commerce? For that the length of the journey might not cause hindrance to visits to one another, 
everywhere in the world God has arranged a shorter way, the sea, in order that, inhabiting the world as a common home, 
so to say, we might make frequent visits to one another, and that every one, sharing his own goods with others, might 
profitably receive their surplus in exchange; and that so, possessing only a small part of the earth, each might enjoy its 
fruits from every quarter, as if he possessed it all. In fact now, just as at a common table, each of the guests may pass the 
food in front of him to one sitting farther away, and receive the things in front of the others by merely extending his 
hand.” 
10 Cf. Basil of Caesarea, Homilia in martyrem Julittam 6. 
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5. The Universal Economy in the Early Modern Period  

Let us follow Viner’s universal economy doctrine through to the early modern period he discusses in 
Studies in the Theory of International Trade. 

As Hengstmengel (2019, ch. 3) shows, there are countless instances of the doctrine in early modern 
economic texts. For him, the definitive early modern example of the universal economy doctrine is 
found in Jacques Savary’s popular mercantile handbook Parfait négociant (1675):  

From the manner in which the Providence of God has disposed the goods on the earth, one 
well sees that he wanted to establish unity and charity among all men, for it imposed on them 
a kind of necessity to be always in need of others. He did not want everything that is 
necessary in life to be found in one single place, he scattered his gifts, so that men would 
trade together, & that the mutual necessity which they have to help one another could sustain 
the friendship between them: it is this continual exchange of all the conveniences of life that 
constitutes commerce (translated by Hengstmengel 2019, 57).  

Savary and other early modern writers on commerce most likely found the doctrine in either Grotius’ 
De iure belli ac pacis, Pufendorf’s De jure naturae et gentium (Of the Law of Nature and Nations, 
1672), Jean Bodin’s Les Six Livres de la République (The Six Books of a Commonwealth, 1576), or 
Desiderius Erasmus’ Querela pacis (The Complaint of Peace, 1516). The doctrine also appears in 
medieval texts, but these form a much less likely source for Savary and other seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century authors.11 

In Savary, the text operates to justify international commerce, which is the book’s subject. The 
universal economy doctrine is made available by Savary to merchant readers who need to justify 
their commercial activity to themselves or critics. After all, commercial activity was still regarded in 
many circles as disreputable. So we have yet another use of the Libanius’ passage here that does not 
correspond to Viner’s universal economy doctrine in support of a national policy of free trade. 

The universal economy doctrine was not taken up by Adam Smith, in spite of Smith knowing 
Grotius’ works well and endorsing Grotius’ and Pufendorf’s arguments about a right to trade.12 The 
universal economy doctrine can also be found in other works Smith was familiar with including the 
French Encyclopédie, the writings of the Physiocrats, and even in the writings of Smith’s friend 
Hume. So it does seem a quite deliberate passing over of the doctrine by Smith.  

This is consistent with Smith’s practice of not using theology in support of economic arguments. 
(Haakonssen 1981, 77; Fleischacker 2004, 45: “the mention of God or Providence is not necessary to 
the argument of any empirical claim in TMS, much less to any claim in WN”). But the universal 
economy is not the only version of the doctrine of providence relevant to commerce. Take, for 
example, the argument of Oslington (2018) that Smith’s thinking was framed by the transfer of 18th 
century moderate Calvinist historical versions of the doctrine (along the lines of the Biblical story of 
Joseph – his brothers meant evil by selling Joseph into slavery, but God worked it for good of his 
people) to the economic realm.  

Viner is strangely silent in Studies about what we would call Adam Smith’s trade theory, though in 
his earlier article about Adam Smith (Viner 1927) he discusses the important role of the doctrine of 
providence plays in Smith’s system. However, he does not notice the absence of the universal 
economy idea. 

 
11 Santori (2019) argued that Thomas Aquinas held the universal economy doctrine, . The existence and sources of a 
universal doctrine in modern Catholic social thought, following the late nineteenth revival of Thomism, has not been 
investigated.  
12 Hengstmengel (2019, 205) writes “The Wealth of Nations is silent about divine providence where one would expect it.”  
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6. Historiographical Reflections  

The use of the Libanius passage by subsequent authors plays havoc with the canons of modern 
contextual intellectual history set out by Quentin Skinner (1969). According to this approach, the 
intellectual historian must strive above all to reconstruct the original context and understand what the 
author was doing in the text. The rule for contextual historians is that “no agent can eventually be 
said to have meant or done something which he could never be brought to accept as a correct 
description of what he had meant or done” (Skinner 1969, 28, and also 49). This approach influenced 
the writings of Donald Winch, who memorably wrote that the task of the historian is to eavesdrop on 
the conversations of the past. Winch was also Viner’s last PhD student, and his approach was shaped 
by Viner’s move towards a contextual approach, as well as Viner’s increasingly mournful reflections 
on traditional history of economics.  

We have seen that what Libanius was doing was something very different to what subsequent writers 
have taken to be the meaning of the text. It is implausible that Libanius could be brought to accept 
either Grotius’ right to international trade or Viner’s universal economy doctrine as an account of 
what he was doing. Hugo Grotius ignored the original context of the Libanius text and used it to 
buttress his argument about a right to free trade. Grotius of course made no claims to be operating as 
a historian, let alone to be following to the canons of modern contextual intellectual history. Viner 
though was operating as a historian of economics.  

It is interesting to contrast Viner’s discussion of the universal economy doctrine in his 1937 Studies 
(where the quote from Libanius does not appear, though Viner may by then may have encountered 
the quotation and it lay behind his 1937 discussion) with his use of the quotation in his 1959 and 
1966 lectures and the posthumous 1978 book edited by Jacques Melitz and Donald Winch. In 1937 
the universal economy doctrine was part of a suspiciously teleological account of the rise of free 
trade thinking, while in the later book Viner is trying to understand early thinking about international 
trade on its own terms. But he still fails to make contact with the original context and authorial 
intention of the text. The contextual approach cannot make sense of what Viner and other historians 
of economics are doing with the Libanius text.  

Another lesson is that there is more to be learnt than that those who recycled the Libanius quotation 
have sinned against the canons of modern contextual intellectual history, and are to be placed in 
whatever corresponds to hell in that universe (perhaps condemnation to endless years of reading 
dreary teleological histories of economics). Such an attitude to those who sin against the canons of 
modern contextual intellectual history is evident in Donald Winch’s irritated comments about certain 
practitioners of the history of economics in a lecture given in Australia (Winch 2009) and his late 
essay contrasting intellectual history with existing histories of economics (Winch 2016).  

Under an alternative reception history approach, the task becomes to understand how and why 
Libanius text has been used by subsequent authors (Jauss 1981).13 Reception historians’ interest is 
less in authorial intentions than in the ways the text has been read, and they are interested in the 
reconstructing many contexts of subsequent readers rather than just the context of the author and 
original readers. It asks what the later users of the text are doing, as well as what the author of the 
original text was doing. It is a telescopic approach in the sense that it encompasses multiple focal 
lengths rather than being restricted to the single focal length of the contextual approach.  

In our case the questions in a reception approach would become why Viner constructs the universal 
economy doctrine, and why so many authors of modern histories of international trade theory and 

 
13 A much longer account of Jauss’ reception history methods, together with a comparison with contextual methods of 
Skinner and Winch, and with the historiography of “golden age” histories of economic thought may be found in 
Oslington (2021).  
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policy see the need to preface their discussion of free trade in Smith and the classical economists 
with a selection of texts from Plato, Aristotle, Libanius and others. Or why an author like Froese 
(2020) sees the need to connect his argument about the relationship between trade and peace to 
Viner’s work, and to Libanius’ ancient text.  

An attraction of reception history approach is that it does not write off most of the existing literature 
on the history of economics as worthless dross. Contemporary readers of past texts, including 
contemporary economist readers have defensible place in the history of economics, though a 
reception approach would demand of contemporary readers of economic texts much more self-
consciousness about their own context than is evident in many contemporary histories of economic 
thought.  

In this paper we have asked and hopefully answered some of these contextual history questions about 
what Libanius was doing in Oration 59 in fourth-century Antioch. But these contextual questions are 
not the only interesting and important questions raised by the curious tale of the Libanius quotation 
in Grotius, Viner and many subsequent historians of international economics. A reception history 
approach which asks the questions indicated above has the potential to make better sense of what is 
going on here and perhaps in many other episodes in the history of economics.  
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