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TH I S book owes its origin to lec
tures delivered at the. London 

School of Economics- and subse
quently at the University of M a n 
chester as the Simon Lectures for 
1950. It outlines the theory of 
economic policy of the leading Eng
lish Classical Economists (i.e. Hume, 
Adam Smi th , Bentham, Mal thus, 
Ricardo, Senior, Torrens, M c C u l -
loch and the two Mi l ls ) in relation 
to their contemporaty problems. 
As such the book is an excursion in 
the history of social thought w i th 
special reference to the views of 
English Classical Political Economy 
on the system of economic free
dom, the economic functions of 
the state, socialism, and what is 
described as ' the condit ion of the 
people problem ,' In spite of diver
sity of pol i t ical outlook, the English 
classical economists were united by 
a common interest in economic 
reform through the techniques of 
their new science. Professor Rob-
bins gives a descriptive and analy
tical interpretat ion, lather than a 
comprehensive evaluation, of the 
theory of economic policy in the 
writ ings of the English Classical 
Economists, 

The history of the theories of 
economic policy has had even more 
cavalier treatment in ' the books 
about books ' than the history of 
economic analysis.. The present 
generation of economists is no doubt 
d imly aware of some of the class
ical prescriptions of policy as 
examples of the analytical tech
nique of comparative statics but 
the misconceptions about classical 
economics are legion and are the 
staple not only of text books but 
of serious works on the subject. 
The latter range f rom such gross 
caricatures like ' the night watch
man ' theory of the state's funct ion 
to the not ion of classical pol i t ical 
economy as a system of intellectual 
apologetics for the dominant group 
in capitalist society. Professor 
Robbins sets about to expose these 
errors of emphasis and interpreta
t ion wi th copious references to o r i 
ginal sources. 

L ike Physiocracy, the classical 
school of Polit ical Economy tr ied to 
base its prescriptions on economic 
analysis. But the logical study of 
systems of relationship docs not by 
itself furnish a series of policy 
directives unless buttressed by some 
ineta-economic postulate which for 
the English Classical Economists 
was the principle of ut i l i ty. This 
provided a cri terion for the judg
ment of laws as well as institutions. 
According to Professor Robbins the 
ut i l i tar ian background of the class
ical 'school was provided by Hume 
rather than Bentham, This u t i l i 
tarianism was individualist as it 
recognised the individual 's choice 
and the individual 's happiness as 
the ult imate cri ter ion of social 
policy, w i th due reservations for 
special cases like the provision of 
indivisible benefits and the treat
ment of backward peoples. More
over, the individual ism related not 
only to ends but also to means. It 
would have been interesting to know 
from Professor Robbins why ind i 
vidualism as a social philosophy 
was more prominent in the classical 
scheme than methodological indi
vidualism. This though not strictly 
germane to the subject matter of the 
book would have i l luminated some 
litt le known aspects of nineteenth 
century economic, thought and also 
helped present day students to 
understand at least part ial ly the 
reasons for the close association 
of indiv idual ism as an economic 
method and as an economic, phi lo
sophy in the neo-Classical Austr ian 
School. The classical theory of 
economic policy relates to "b road 
appraisals rather than quanti tat ive 
computations' (Robbins) . This. 
however, is not surprising when one 
remembers that the classical eco
nomists were largely concerned wi th 
the problems posed by economic 
development rather than the fine 
adjustments of economic equi l i 
b r ium. Their pre-occupation was 
wi th the ' t o t a l ' rather than the 
' m a r g i n a l ' conditions of economic 
welfare. 

It is rather unfortunate that Pro

fessor Robbins does not preface his 
lectures w i th a discussion of the 
classical view of the economic prob
lem as this has a direct hearing on 
their prescriptions. It is by no 
means agreed, as Dr M y i n t shows 
in his Theories of Welfare Eco-
nomics, whether the classical eco
nomists thought of the economic 
problem as one of expanding the 
economy through capital accu
mulat ion and technical progress or 
as a question of opt imum allocation 
of resources wi th in a given frame
work. Anyway it is appropriate 
that the first lecture should be on 
the system of economic freedom in 
as much as the laissez faire doctrine 
of the classical economists is perhaps 
the most widely misrepresented part 
of their system. Laissez faire: was 
a positive philosophy which aimed 
at the social opt imum by means of 
free markets and the price mecha
nism and not a negative dogma 
which seeks to minimise state inter
vention merely because of the lack 
of an efficient, apparatus of adminis
t rat ion. The latter is a naive over
simplif ication which has found its 
way in to some text books of eco
nomic history. Similarly the l imita
tions of consumers' sovereignty were 
recognised in the sphere of indivisible 
benefits by Adam Smith and in the 
case of backward peoples by John 
Stuart M i l l . Control of mono
poly was a recognised function of 
the state. But contrary to prevail
ing misconceptions there was no
thing of ' vague cosmopolitanism ' 
about the writ ings of the classical 
economists. Adam Smith took 
consumption as the. end of economic 
activity. Nor was there anything 
mystic about the doctrine of the 

invisible hand ' . It was an ack
nowledgement of a l i t t le known 
category of social phenomena, of 
what Professor Havek has called the 
undesigned and unexpected con
sequences of indiv idual acts of 
choice. The classical economists 
are also charged wi th an uncrit ical 
belief in a pre-ordained and inevi
table harmony of social interests 
called the naturalism and optimism 
of Smith and his followers. But 
almost all of them were acutely 
conscious of the l imitations of eco
nomic automatism as an instrument 
of the social good. For instance, 
realise that changes in the stock of 
money may affect the size and dis
t r ibut ion of output and their was 
Hume was perhaps the earliest to 
certainly no presumption of an i n 
evitable harmony, in the working 
of the financial m e c h a n i s m . 
Ricardo's proposals for currency re-
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f o r m involve no uncri t ical belief in 
a self-adjusting monetary system. 
Almost all the classical economists 
showed great awareness of the 
problem of economic fluctuations 
and were far from subscribing to 
the idea of an inevitable economic 
harmony. 

The next two lectures on the eco
nomic functions of the State and 
the condition of the people prob
lem should dispel the notion that 
the classical economists were rug
ged individualists and apologists for 
the rising business class. The ex
treme individualism of Bastiat and 
Herbert Spencer did not find favour 
w i t h the classical economists, most 
of whom recognised the necessity 
and desirability of State intervention 
particularly in matters involving 
indivisible benefits such as defence, 
law and order, public relief, com
munication, etc. Bentham's consti
tut ional code lays down an admi
nistrative hierarchy of functions 
which would delight any modern 
proponement of the Welfare State. 
T h e classical economists differ f rom 
modern holistic planners on the 
nature and scope of State action; 
the former thought of it in terms 
of formal ' rules and the latter 
associate it w i t h the establishment 
of substantive ' rules. In all this, 
as in other aspects of their social 
thought, the classical economists 
were in the great tradit ion of 
English empiricism as revealed in 
the work of Hume and Bentham; 
the appeal in matters of social 
policy, was to the ut i l i tar ian postu
late and not to metaphysical notions 
of natural rights or historical fictions 
like social contract. 

The successful application of 
laissez faire requires an appropriate 
institutional framework which can 
be established only by deliberate 
policy. As Professor Robbins says 

not only the good society but the 
market itself is an artifact .' The. 
economic mechanism has to be 
organised to the point where it 
becomes self-acting The valua
tions of the free market are not 
sacrosanct and need to be appro
priately supplemented by State 
action, for instance by public relief 
for the able-bodied poor, establish
ment of a compensation fund for 
the victims of technological unem
ployment, etc. There was general 
opposition to authoritarian regula
t ion of wages and to syndicalist 
groups in society, though the classi
cal economists were rather ambi
valent in the i r atti tude to workers' 

combinations. This should not, 
however, be misconstrued as lack 
of sympathy for the workers as a 
class. The report on the condition 
of the Handloom Weavers was 
wri t ten by Senior. There was gene
ral recognition in the m i d d l e of the 
nineteenth century that ' t h e supply 
of labour was essentially a psycho
logical rather than a physiological 
variable ', and no classical economist 
approved of subsistence wages. In 
a useful section on Ricardian para
doxes Professor Robbins elucidates 
some of the sources of misconcep
tions about the classical position on 
the labour problem. Ricardo's 
'ell iptical style ' and strong pre
dilection for the study of l imi t ing 
rather then representative cases in 
economic analysis, his constant con
fusion between the absolute and 
relative shares of factors in the 
national income; the dread of the 
stationary state where profits are at 
a m i n i m u m ; all these converged to 
a point where Ricardo was de
nounced as the enemy of the work
ing class. 

The right of private property, 
according to the classical economists, 
was based on the principle of ut i l i ty . 
Its limitations were also emphasised, 
for instance M i l l recognised that his
torical forces affect the distribution 
of private property which may have 
no reference to the principles on 
which its justification rests. On 
the problem of equality some of them 
expressed strong views. Bentham 
thought ' the establishment of: 
equality is a chimera; the only thing 
which can be done is to diminish 
inequality ". This mode of ap
proach to social issue.; is essentially 
scientific. It is much easier to agree 
on a m i n i m u m programme of m i t i 
gating recognised social evils than 
to agree on a common ideal of the 
social good. This line of thought 
is to be found today in Professor 
Popper's suggestions on the applica
tion of social technology to prob
lems of society; the scientific method 
consists in the el imination pf false 
hypotheses ( i n social technology eli
minat ion of identifiable and recog
nised social evils) rather than the 
establishment of absolute t ru th 
(metaphysical idea of the public 
good in the social sphere). Ben
tham denied the validity of inter
personal comparisons of u t i l i ty , 
while admit t ing the conventional 
nature of the postulate of declining 
social marginal u t i l i ty in matters of 
social policy involving transfer of 
incomes. 

Before John J tuar t M i l l , there is 

no systematic discussion of the 
problems of collectivism, Mill him-
self was emphatic in his condemna
t ion of revolutionary socialism and 
tended more towards a syndicalist 
type of society. Of course there 
arc varying shades of emphasis in 
the successive editions of his Prin
ciples. Perhaps their assessment 
w i l l have to await an ad variorum 
edition. But Professor Robbins 
gives useful guidance on this. Ac
cording to h i m " M i l l was much 
more w i l l i ng than any of his prede
cessors to sympathise w i th experi
ment in collectivist organisation. I t 
is all the more interesting and sig
nificant therefore that he was even 
more opposed to collectivist choice.'' 

One lays down the present book 
wi th an enhanced appreciation of 
the economic insight of the nine
teenth century economists who work
ed w i t h less refined tools of analysis 
and it is at least open to question 
whether the present generation, not
withstanding the proliferation of 
models and equations, is very much 
the superior of its predecessors 
in its insight into the economic pro-
eess. The lectures also indicate the 
strong institutional flavour of Eng
lish classical polit ical economy, of 
how practical problems influenced 
the form and content of economic 
analysis. One is reminded of Pro
fessor Hicks' observation that the 
Ricardian system is an example of 
model bui lding in the face of a prac
tical problem—the- corn law crisis. 
In an age of planning, those who 
would approach the problems of 
society understanding from the 
private enterprise point, of view, 
would find a lot to engage them
selves in these lectures. 

Lectures published in book form 
are inevitably somewhat insubstan
t ial and the present work is no 
exception to this rule. One would 
have l iked greater elucidation of 
problems of public finance and ex
ternal economic policy, notably the 
balance of payments and migrat ion, 
of the interesting subsection on 
Ricardian paradoxes, and above ait, 
on problems of monetary policy. 
This does not, however, detract 
from the importance and the high 
quali ty of the lectures-, their scru
pulous scholarship, and breadth of 
outlook. They are eminently in the 
Edwin Carman tradi t ion. They 
should send at least some of us to 
savour the delights of an, earlier age 
of economists, whose distinction of 
thought and phrase are seldom 
equalled today. 
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