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Some of the classical economists thought that their function was to describe the general principles of
economic life and not to prescribe the means of improving society. Wealth, not happiness, remarked Senior, is
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publishing, thought differently. [excerpt]
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9, Economic Liberalism

Some of the classical economists thought that their
tion was_ to describe the general principles of economic-life

and not to prescribe the means of improving society. Wealth,

. Dot happiness, remarked Senior, is the ecggggiigﬁiiggugguh__
—Qthers, who took more seriously the TitIes they chose for the
books they were publishing, thought differently. John Ramsay

lloch (1789-1864) wrote 1@ Bis preiace Ip the third edition

of his Principles of Political Economy (1842):

p.

We are...inclined to dissent from Mr. Senior, when

he lays it down that the economist "is not to give a single
syllable of advice," and that "his business is neither to
recommend nor dissuade, but to state general principles:”
This, no doubt, is a part of his business; but we cannot
bring ourselves to believe that it is either the whole or
even the greater part of it. On the contrary, it appears
to us that the economist is_hound, whenever he sees cause,
to_dissuade, censure,..and.commend,. quite as much.as.the
_¥glilini§py or _any-one-else. In treating, for example, of

he influence of restrictions, is he not to censure those
which, by fettering the freedom of industry, hinder the
production of wealth? and is he not to commend the meas-
ures by which, and the ministers by whom, such restric_ z«%

R

to the mere enunciation of general principles, or abstract
as well address himself to the Pump in Ald-

gate, as to.the.British public. If he wish to be anything
better than a declaimer, or to confer any real advantage
on any class of his countrymen, he must leave general
reasoning, and show the extent of the injury entailed on
the community by the neglect of his principles; how their
application may be best effected; and the advantages of
which it will be productive. This science has its prac-
tical as well as its theoretical portion; and the econ-
omist will dicate his principal fu j if h

he pul i

2 the public attention to every instituti r _regula-
tion which appears, on_a careful Jdnguiry to De 2 :
to_the increase_of . oublie-wealth apnd hapaipess. Unless
he do this, he can be little else than a mere ideologist,
about whose speculations most people will, very properly,
care little or nothing.

We have elsewhere...endeavoured to point out the
distinction between Politics and Political Economy; and
here we shall merely observe, that, though all inquiries into
the constitution and character of Governments be foreign
to the business of the economist, it is his province to
examine such laws or regulations as may appear (whether
directly or indirectly is immaterial) to influence the
production and distribution of wealth. It may be inex-
pedient for him to give any opinion upon the policy of

tions are abolished? The_economist who confines himsﬁff4;72%¢qf.4



XIV p. 51

measures involving various considerations; but, if he make
fair estimate of their influence in an economical point of
view, and show their probable operation over the wealth
and comforts of the people, he is acting strictly in his
sphere, and is entitling himself to the gratitude of his
country. *

Manyv Engllsh Eoll

not onlv read the wri S
ning with Adam smith, but sometimes called upon some of them
for advice an&"i§81stance For example, one of Ricardo's
pamphlets on money became the basis of a parliamentary com-
mittee report. Senior himself, who was for more than twenty
years a professor of political economy at Oxford, served on
several royal commissions involving economic matters.

There was much in classical economy which appealed to
those industrial capitalists of the nlneteenth centurv who were
seeking for some theoretical Justlflcatlon for their own bu§l
ness o ract&g,s_ AS They interpreted 1t, the subsistence theery
of wages was in complete accord with their own feeling that
high wages would jeopardize incentive and foreign markets. The
explanation of the sanctity of private property which charac-
terized the classical economists, and of the need for profits
and interest, agreed with their desire for a minimum of inter-
ference by govermnment in the workings of business. The class-
ical economists might not always share the faith of the capital-
ist in the wisdom of using more and more machinery, and the
capitalist might disagree heartily with the prevailing pessi-
mistic attitude of the economist, but these differences did not
hide their wide areas of agreement.

Classical economic theory. when reduced to practice, was.
akin to the spixit of liberalism which.the Enlightenment be=-
Queathed to the .nineteenth.century. and which,. in its political
aspects, has. been.discussed-in.the-preceding chapter. John
_Stuart Mill (1806-1873) is an excellent example of the con compati-
bility of the two phases of liberalism. In his economic writ-
ings he did little more than restate the conclusions of his
cla551ca1 predecessors and.-suppori fhem with arguments drawn
gggg_gﬁl__jarianlsmww‘But for more than Half a century his
Principles of Political Economy (1848) was the most widely used ;
text in economics courses, Cormetes onrts paarts prar Ltown s 4oreatomst

7’
ARy L,

~Both liberal credos -- political.and-ecenemic ---zegarded
he activities of_ggxexgment as the ch_gﬁﬁth%eatmtamparsonal
Iiberty, as indeed to many‘had”Ibng appeared to be the case.
TﬁggﬁﬁIedged to emancipate the individual from the remaining
restraints of political and religious absolutism and to have
the government delivered into the hands of the middle class,

* Quoted in J. R. McCulloch, The Principles of Political Economy
(Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1864), pp. Xi-xiiil.
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which it was assumed could guide it in such a way as to insure
the greatest happiness for the greatest number of persons. The

t_of As Adam Smit sug-
gested, a progressive society required a minimum of interfer-
ence with that work and with the economic laws according to
which it had to be performed. No one could hope to alter the
existence and operations of such fupdamental-priaciples _as.
‘man’'s need for faod, what Malthus called the passion between
the sexes, the limitlessness of human desires; the principle of
diminishing returns, or self-interest as the primary motive of
human action. Nor could anvone alter the fact that in com-
petition nature had p. provided.the invisible lv
the pursuit of seli:;gtexgsxm;nxg,Ihﬁ_nzﬂmaxlnn_ni_cgmmnnaty
tﬁféfE§£MA§_W§ll If asked how he reconcil rd the goal of lib-
erty for all men with a laissez-faire p iﬁi ieh appeared to
work for the benef1t only of a few, the ibera Awould. renl
that under that po he oppor ?n1f Tor IMHraveme vag
available tq evervy 'ind'lv Aua _wha wicshad to take dvanta e of
it. Industrial cap1ta11sm he ma1nta1ned was a system which
was open at the top. The relief of the unfortunate, in a sense
the whole area we now regard as properly subject to social
legislation, was considered the province, not of the state, but
primarily of those who had prospered and who were bound to act
voluntarily to help their fellow men.

In England the first great obijective of—the--liberals was
the establishment of free trade. To this end the so-called
Mancﬁes%er school, 1nclud1ng such political figures as Richard
Cobden (1804-1865) and John Bright (1811-1889), devoted them-
selves. W;th_thg*ggpeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 and the
remainipo n3 Lieon—Jlau cars later ‘hey ac 1eved

- T e =ZEL

success, 1iber f the English
Lgﬂg_ﬁgzgisconxage—pampexismx— A law enacted in 1834 estab11shed

workhouses for the able-bodied poor, limiting the dole to those
who could not work. The liberals also agitated for the repeal
of legislation . of long standing which provided for the regula-
fion of such things-as.interest rates and wages awgé-which
protected monopolies. Generally they opposed laws Iimiting pri-
vate property, governing working conditions in factories, pro-
viding public health facilities in cities, or according legal
status to effective unionism. They were in almost unanimous
agreement that the state had no responsibility to exercise its
powers to assure anything like full employment.

Few economic liberals ever carried their-advocacy
of‘la.ssgz:ig;ge , with
all of his enthusTasii for free trade, nevertheless had recog-
nized occasions when tariffs might be necessary. John Stuart
Mlll.deeiiiéafth§¥“WﬁIIe the laws governing production "partake
of the character of physical truths," and therefore should not

be tampered with, the distribution of wealth "is a matter of

human institution solelv." deneﬁdigg@noa;IEE:IEW§“Eﬁﬁfcustomg;f,/
C_/s gt — /;4 lake, : A o i) quf ‘
/ > ) oy allpaier/ 7R ta Zé?rt s Fo foress . 5 7
%’ Cnila, %[M@Jy ”‘1'7 W@MW <g. Gene ik %

W M/ ka V{W‘(ﬂ, 2
/ A S oot Zaats — o

) 4‘ r.,»vu [ ,/av,{ e nee’ f oot 4 P e
» “‘j ,.‘-;j 1:. naadt . SR SRR o RN iy A //'a/z:,,A/x'/I,,/ Dt o B 7. RLE I T
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of society." This meant—that-regulation of the level of wages,
rent, interest, and profits,eaee"mere.could be justified.

e ——

The following is a statement of the moderate liberal posi-
tion on the role of govermment in society, taken from John

Ramsay McCulloch, writing in 1864:

The discussions in which we hf%’ been engaged in the
previous chapters, sufficiently evince the vast importance
of the government being powerful, and at the same time
liberal and intelligent -- that is, of its having power

to carry its laws and regulations into effect, and wisdom
to render them consistent with sound principles. Far
more, indeed, of the prosperity of a country depends on
the nature of its government than on any thing else. If
it be feeble, and unable to enforce obedience to the laws,
the insecurity thence arising cannot fail of being most
pernicious; while, on the other hand, if its laws, though
carried into effect, be founded on erroneous principles,
their operation cannot be otherwise than injurious; and
though they may not actually arrest, they must, at all
events, retard the progress of the society. An idea
seems, however, to have been recently gaining ground,

that the du‘1,Qi.gQ1g;nm_niﬁ_n,regayd—;enthe_domes${c
pol1c untry is_almost-entirely of a._negative

kind, and that-it—-has merely to-maintain-the-seecurity-of
property and the freedom of industry. But its duty is by
no.- means~se~simplewandneasxlymdeiined~as those who support
this opinion would have us to believe. It is certainly
true, that its interference with the pursuits of individ-
uals has been, in many instances; exerted in a wrong di-
rection, and carried to a ruinous excess. Still, however,
it is easy to see that we should fall into a very great
error if we supposed that it might be entirely dispensed
with. Fregedom is nat, as some appear to think, _the end

of government; the WW%LH
afd happiness is_its end; and fre om.i$.. n-§o
ar ] t 2, In laying

it down, for example, that 1nd1v1duals should be permitted,
without let or hindrance, to engage 1in any business or
profession they may prefer, the condition that it is not
injurious to others is always understood. No one doubts
the propriety. .of government interfering to suppreS§_what
is, or might otherwise become, & public_nuisance; nor does
any one doubt that it mav advantageously interfere to_give
fEEIIjEiég‘ﬁo commerce by negotiating . .treaties with foreign
powers, and by removing such obstacles as cannot be r re-
moved by\Iﬁdi.v;duals° But the interference of government
cannot be limited to cases of this sort. However disin-
clined, it is obliged to interfere, in an infinite variety
of ways, and for an infinite variety of purposes. It

must, to notice only one or two of the classes of objects
requirlng its interference, decide as to the species of
contracts to which 1t will lend its sanction, and the .

4%%&%&&64/&@w4¢3, ALW%hﬂm;&zéaﬂ-V&n/.bé;%/zﬂaabmu@M&%M
u«éw W/¢ w Zo ‘:;‘c (\4-/0/!4!/1~ f*w'/f/az/u /‘.’ ‘/4,41./ 7 ‘ﬁ'\y‘ FT—"
Z t».tW«/M

73 -’t':a'@‘i‘Mz ) /’:f/&a/ ’VW 11/" /4 ,A(, 74 %
(o 1ty Th 2eomorreianrLaee. oty (et 2t uéﬁ% M/)
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means to be adopted to enforce their performance; it must
decide in regard to the distribution of the property of
those who die intestate, and the effect to be given to
the directions in wills and testaments; and it must—fre-
quently engagg“itself or authorize individuals or associ-
"ations to engage, in’ "yarigus.sorts of undertakings deeply
affecting the rights and interests of others. The furp-
ishing of élementarv instruction in the ordlg@xgmpranches
of education to all classes of persons, and the establish-
ment of a compulsory provision for the support of the
destitute poor, are generally, also, included and appar-
ently with great propriety, among the duties incumbent on
administration. And, in addition these duties and obliga-
tions, government has to undertake the onerous task of
imposing and collecfing the taxeés required. to.deilyay the
public expenditure, and of providing for the independence
and securitv ©F the nation. It is not easy to exaggerate
the difficulty and importance of properly discharging such
duties, and the powerful influence which the policy pur-
sued in regard to them must necessarily exercise over the
public well-being. But without further insisting on these
considerations, it is at all events obvicus, when the sub-
jects requiring, or supposed to require, its interference
are so very numerous, and when we also take into view the
necessity of accommodating the measures of administration
to the changes which are perpetually occurring in the in-
ternal condition of nations, and in their external rela-
tions in respect of others =~ that it is impractijicable to
draw anything like a distinct line.-of demarcation between
what may be called the positive and negative duties of
government; or t6 fésolve what Mr. Burke has “truly termed
"one of the finest problems in legislation, namely, to
determine what the state ought to take upon itself to
direct by the public wisdom, and what it ought to leave,
with as little interference as possible, to individual
exertion...."

The prlnciples already established show, that with-

out security of properiy, and freedom to engage in every

gmglgxmentugoi hurtful-to othersg society can _make no
cgg§;ggnahlewadvances Government is, therefore, bound

to take such measures as may be effectual to.secure.these

bjects. But it must fiot rest satisfied when this is ac-
complished It will fail of its duty if it do not exert
itself to prevent that confusion and disorder in the dis-
tribution of property, and in the prosecution of employ-
ments, that could either not be prevented without its
interference, or not so easily and completely. It is also
bound to give every due facility to those about to engage
in such useful undertakings as cannot be carried on with-
out its sanction; and it should not only endeavour to pro-
tect its peaceable and industrious subjects from the
machinations of the idle and profligate, but also against
those accidents arising from the operation of natural
causes to which their persons or properties may otherw1se - e
3) /M /_)»g/M:«/ c/,{auc// %Méw "7va /M/ L e paeirtel %/uz
d/“é /A:./d)x G /@MW/ féaw—ng ﬁ«z(ﬂ"vvu/"‘""’ ‘tij

)ﬁ" bfo/ /1711("' \,(;,é Ot /// a— ""‘/"“"/
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be exposed. ...
The previous observations may, perhaps, suffice to
give a general idea of the sort of objects with respect
to which the interference of government is required, in
conducting the ordinary business of society, and the ex-
tent to which it should be carried. It cannot, however,
be too strongly impressed upon those in authority, that
non-interference should be the leading principnle of their
policy, and interference fhé exception only; that in all
ordinary cases individuals should be left to shape their
conduct according-to their. own judgment and discretion;
and that no interference should ever be made on any spec-
ulative or doubtful grounds, but only when its necessity
is apparent, or when it can be clearly made out that it o
will be productive of public advantage. The maxim. pas zimﬂiﬁé
trop gouverner, should never be absent from the rechTEé—f’hmﬂ”&
tion o Iegislators and ministers. Whenever they set -
about regulating, they are treading a path encompassed ﬁdf¢ﬁﬁz%4’
with difficulties; and while they advance with cautioné“éﬁﬁ%bj?qq
they should be ready to stop the moment they do not see Rui s lepr
the way clearly before them, and are not impelled, by a
strong sense of public duty, to go forward. But;, so long
as this is the case, they should never hesitate in their
course. There are many cases in which government must,
and many more in which it should, interfere. And it is
the duty of the legislature, having once fully satisfied
itself, by a careful inquiry, of the expediency, all
things considered, of any measure, resolutely to carry
it into effect. *

o

As industrialism spread, economic liberalism became a fac-
tor in other countries, but in_EEEH“fEEEE’WE?E:EZEIE£IE§§:§;§m
the English pattern. {Etzggrgnlted States, where political
liberalism had made grea fis even before 1800, individualism
was even more pronounced than in Europe, and the economic. lib-
eral here was likely to Tavor a tariff to protect the-se-called
lnfant Andustries of his country from British competition. In
the following chapter we shall see "how, i1n the person of Andrew
Carnegie, economic liberalism in America was buttressed and
modified by the thought of Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer.
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