
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

PROTECTION TO HOME 

INDUSTRY. 

 

By Isaac Butt. 
Published by An Chartlann. 

 



 
 

CONTENTS 
PUBLISHER’S NOTE                                           4 

FOREWORD BY JOHN MITCHEL                                       6 

PREFACE 13 

LECTURE I                                                                          21 

LECTURE II                                                                                        47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

PUBLISHER’S NOTE. 
Isaac Butt was one of the more peculiar yet fascinating converts to 

Irish nationalism. Born into a Protestant family in County Donegal, 

he was for much of his youth and early career a Tory and Orangeman 

desirous to uphold the Protestant Ascendancy of his co-religionists, 

however Butt, like many, found his political faith shattered by the 

Famine.  

The Butt of 1846 who published Protection to Home Industry was 

still a Unionist; however a Unionist grappling with the exigencies of 

the darkest epoch of Irish history. He was one of a few brilliant minds 

in Irish nationalism who pondered deeply the great question of 

economics on a wider plane than merely the question of land tenure, 

but that also of national protectionism; Butt himself drew influence from 

the Anglo-Irish thought of Berkeley and Swift, and the thought of 

Butt heavily influenced that of later nationalist thinkers such as 

Arthur Griffith, who would write of Butt’s legacy: 

‘The study of economics with a view to their application to our needs and 

wants has never been encouraged in the Ireland which gave a father to modern 

political economy in Cantillon… Since Isaac Butt was Professor of Economics 

in Trinity College seventy years ago the national application of this half-science 

has been neglected in Ireland.’ 

Once a Professor of ‘Political Economy’ at Trinity College, Butt 

grew to utterly reject the theory of ‘political economy’ in the British 

sense of the word, and grew ever-increasingly sympathetic with the 

nationalism he had once loathed and held in contempt. In a life where 

he would become the beloved counsel of Young Ireland and the 

Fenians, he would die the leader of nationalist Ireland who would first 

hold up the standard of Home Rule as a tangible, concrete ideal. 

Butt however did not die a Separatist; he never fully broke with 

his loyalty to the British Empire; always careful to define Home Rule 

as the aspiration for federalism within an Imperial context, rather 

than, as Parnell would later emphatically state, the realisation of 

Ireland’s independence as a sovereign nation. 
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Nonetheless, Protection of Home Industry is a classic in nineteenth-

century Irish nationalist economics, a Nationalism perhaps 

accidentally expressed but one that is implicit throughout the entire 

work, a testament to one of the most underrated theorists of 

nineteenth-century Ireland. 
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FOREWORD BY JOHN MITCHEL. 
From Mitchel’s review of the pamphlet published in The Nation, 28 

February, 1846. 

POLITICAL ECONOMY FOR IRELAND. 

By the postscript to Mr. Butt’s Preface, dated 31st January, 1846, we 

find that this publication was not undertaken with any reference to the 

discussions on protection which now occupy the English Legislature 

– that, in fact, the book was in type weeks before the declaration of the 

ministerial intentions. 

But the subject of the Lectures is so apposite to those 

discussions, and, what is of more importance, that subject is treated 

with so especial a regard to Ireland, and particularly to Irish famine, 

that it is well worth while to examine what is put forward by such an 

authority. 

The question of protection, or no protection, Mr. Butt insists, 

ought to be argued, like any other question of national policy, by 

estimating the advantages or disadvantages of it. There is no abstract 

right in the case. Commercial freedom has nothing in it one whit more 

sacred than personal freedom; yet the well-being of society requires 

various restrictions upon the latter. Protective duties are not 

necessarily an evil, any more than a protective police force. The 

question is, do the advantages preponderate? – is it worth while to 

submit to the restrictions by reason of any benefits which society reaps 

from it? 

These questions, again, the author thinks, must be answered for 

each country – not upon any universal principles laid down by political 

economists, but with reference to the circumstances of that country, 

to the nature of its produce, to the amount and actual working of the 

duty. 

Now, to come to Ireland. Our trade is exportation of provisions 

to England, and importation of manufactures from England. It has 

long been quite ‘free;’ but Ireland is one of the most fertile countries 

in the world, and her people are ‘the worst fed, the worst clothed,’ &c. 



7 
 

Here is a state of things which at least justifies the inquiry, 

whether any legislative interference would help to cure it; and Mr. 

Butt grapples with the question boldly, and we think conclusively. 

Legislative measures to force Irish manufactures into existence, or 

rather to revive them, being out of the question, so long as our laws 

are made by those who eat the food that is taken away from us; Mr. Butt 

recommends, as the next best thing, that a voluntary preference should 

be given to articles of home manufacture by those who have money to 

spend – even although, for a time, the rich might have to put up with 

worse hats, coarser cloth, inferior carriages, &c. 

He recommends this, not as a benevolent sentimentalist, but 

strictly as a political economist. He insists that, in a country situated 

like Ireland, such a preference (such protection, if we had a legislature) 

would increase the national wealth, and eventually enrich all classes 

of the community; and his reasoning is shortly as follows. 

The whole revenue of Ireland is derived from the cultivation of 

the soil; it is out of the agricultural produce (which we shall call bread) 

that all our people, rich and poor, derive their subsistence, as well as 

their luxuries. The wealth of a rich man is only his control over so 

much of this bread (to eat it, to send it across the sea, to burn or destroy 

it,) as his yearly income represents. If he employ artizans of his own 

country to minister to his luxury and taste, the persons so employed 

receive some of that bread as wages – it is eaten in Ireland; but national 

wealth consists not in what a country produces, but what it uses; and 

every pound paid for a foreign manufacture takes twenty shillings’ 

worth of bread out of the mouths of the people here, and gives it to be 

eaten by foreigners. The withdrawal of bread to pay for foreign 

luxuries has precisely the same effect on the national wealth of Ireland 

as if the owner burned it, or, by a miraculously enlarged appetite, 

devoured it all. 

And it is not true, as the Political Economists tell us, that if we 

export bread we get value in return. A diamond of one thousand 

pounds’ price – a thousand pounds’ worth of London jewellery – is not 

value to this nation for a thousand pounds’ worth of corn. But what has 

the nation to do with it? (asks some disciple of Mill and MacCulloch) 

does not the man who sends away the corn get value, or what he thinks 
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to be value – and is it not his affair? Why interfere with the natural 

course of trade, by which we send away our surplus produce, and take 

the produce of other countries in return? Consider the blessings of 

commerce, &c. 

This opens the whole question. And we cordially approve of Mr. 

Butt’s answer to it, which we give in his own words: - 

“But it is said that this exportation is the disposal of our surplus produce, 

and, as such, is an advantage to the country. To this argument, gentlemen, there 

is but one answer which, in the present circumstances of our country, any man 

ought to give. I know of no surplus produce until all our own people are fed. The 

surplus produce of a country is that which it has to spare after supplying the 

necessary wants of all its own people. I use the words with deliberation, and 

with a deep and solemn sense of their import. The surplus produce of a country 

is that which remains for the rich to spend upon luxuries, after provision is made 

for supplying the necessities of all.” 

The lecturer does not place the duty of supplying these 

necessities upon an eleemosynary ground; it is not that we ought to 

relieve the destitute, or are bound by humanity to succour the afflicted. 

But hear him again: - 

“I do not hesitate, then, to say, that to the contemplation of the Christian 

moralist or economist, there can be no such thing as a surplus produce, until the 

wants of all classes in the country are supplied. The surplus produce – I will add, 

the disposable labour of a country – is that which, after providing for the wants 

– and I include in the wants, the reasonable comforts of all who are willing to 

give to society their labour – society may permit to be directed to the luxuries 

or the vanities of the rich. This is that portion of the income of the community 

which we have to spend upon matters of ornament, of taste, or of caprice. But 

the first care in the direction of the resources of the country, should be that all 

may be fed. The poor have their rights as well as the rich. Every man in this 

country is born a member of a great and powerful society; and we never hesitate 

to act towards him on the supposition that his being so born gives that society 

rights to be enforced against him. Equally true is it that he has a birthright by 

being born a member of society. One pennyworth of property he may not inherit; 

his parents may not leave him one foot of the earth on which he may freely walk 

— one chattel article that the conventional laws of society may permit him to 

call his own. All that he sees may be appropriated to others’ use; but yet, as a 

member of our community, born by God's ordinance subject to its laws, and 

owing, independently of any choice of his own, an allegiance to its authority, he 
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has a birthright as sacred and as indefeasible as the right by which the sovereign 

inherits the crown, the peer his privilege, or the lord of broad acres his estate. 

In the words of the greatest of political philosophers, he has “a right to all that 

society, with all its combinations of skill and capital can do in his favour.” In the 

words of one greater than man — the words in which is recorded the primeval 

sentence of our race — a sentence which contains at once the hard lot of the 

labouring man, and the great charter of his rights — a charter prior to the 

authority of states or the rights of property, he has a right “IN THE SWEAT 

OF HIS BROW TO EAT BREAD.” 

But he not only recognises the right of the people to be fed, and 

that comfortably, but as an economist he recommends, in order to 

secure to the people the benefit of that right, the employment of native 

artizans – the encouragement of home manufacture by voluntary 

preference, (or in a new order of things by legislative protection,) even 

although the rich would thereby be compelled to put up with an 

inferior article for a time. 

In short, Mr. Butt’s argument is precisely that of Dean Swift in 

the ‘Drapier’s Letters,’ and of Bishop Berkeley in ‘The Querist.’ He 

despises and tramples under foot the modern doctrine of political 

economy, ‘the proposition so often and so confidently laid down, that 

it must always be the interest of a country to buy its goods at the 

cheapest market, and sell them at the dearest, without reference to the 

question whether either market be the foreign or the home.’ 

This proposition is simply not true. The ‘interests’ of those who 

have money to spend in outlandish luxuries is not the interest of the 

country; and the cheapening of British or other foreign manufactures 

does not compensate for the removal of all the Christian food of the 

island to pay for them. 

But as to the commercial relation between this country and 

England, the lecturer goes still further. Throughout he treats Ireland 

as one nation, and England as another; and the payment of so vast a 

rental to absentee proprietors living in England, he calls a ‘subsidy’ – 

an annual payment of so many millions which Ireland has to pay out 

of her national wealth to another nation; and, inasmuch as the vast 

export of corn is made in order to pay these rents, that corn, every 

grain of it, is as absolutely lost to this country as if it were thrown 
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back into the sea. It goes away, and nothing comes back; the bread is 

eaten in England; the price of it is spent in England; and the advantage 

of this sort of ‘commerce’ is thus described by the sometime professor 

of Trinity College. It is well worth reading in itself, and also because 

of the quarter from which it comes: - 

“No mistake could be greater, than to argue from the mere fact of a country 

having a large export trade, that it is therefore in a prosperous condition. In every 

case the mere fact of exportation is in its own nature an evil — it is the act by 

which the country parts with its wealth. It may, or it may not lead to greater 

wealth coming into the country in return, according to the circumstances under 

which it is sent away, but the advantage is in the returns; the act of exportation 

is, in itself, and without reference to its resulting importation, a loss. No mistake 

could be greater than to pause in the inquiry upon the simple fact, that we find 

a nation sending away its substance, and this is all an export trade can evidence. 

An island of slaves toiling under the lash, for the benefit of task-masters in 

another country, and retaining nothing for themselves but what the regulations 

of the driver allows them, would have their harbours filled with the vessels that 

were to carry away, to other countries, the products of their toil. Had the land 

of Goshen been separated from Egypt, by the sea, the children of Israel, 

according to this theory, would have carried on a very thriving export trade in 

the products of the brick-kiln, when they were bound to supply a certain 

quantity to their task-masters. Innumerable instances might be adduced of the 

absurdity of such reasoning. A country bound to pay a subsidy to a foreign state, 

would be most prosperously affected by such subsidy, if this argument be true. 

We have already seen, in the very case of Ireland an instance of its utter untruth. 

A large portion of the provisions that are annually exported from Ireland, is sent 

abroad, in the direct shape of a subsidy, to pay the rent of absentee landlords — 

as a debt, it is true, which by the rights of property we owe, and must justly pay 

— but with just as little advantage to the country from the act of exportation, 

as, in the case we have supposed, the Israelites would have derived from the 

exportation of their bricks.” 

We are pleased to find that Mr. Butt does justice to the 

commercial views of our illustrious countryman, Bishop Berkeley, 

contained in ‘The Querist,’ a work now universally ridiculed by those 

who call themselves political economists; but as we profess to be, like 

Mr. Butt, considerably behind our age on these points, we shall quote 

one or two of the good Bishop’s questions, and supply them with 
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answers such as we apprehend Swift, Berkeley, Doyle, and Butt, would 

give them: - 

“Whether trade be not then on a right footing, when foreign commodities 

are imported in exchange for domestic superfluities?” Yes. 

“Whether the quantities of beef, butter, wool, and leather, exported from 

this country, can be reckoned the superfluities of this country, when there are so 

many natives naked and famished?” No. 

“Whether she would not be a very vile matron, and justly thought either 

mad or foolish, that should give away the necessaries of life from her naked and 

famished children, in exchange for pearls to stick in her hair, and sweetmeats to 

please her own palate?” Surely. A very vile matron; and the children and 

neighbours ought to take the purse from her, to allowance her, and, if necessary, 

to tie her up that she should not go abroad. 

“Whether a nation be not a family?” Yes; but sometimes a family in which 

there are many step-children, and in which the mother is no better than she 

ought to be. 

“Whether there be a people that so contrive to be impoverished by their 

trade, and whether we are not that people?” Yes; for the present we are that most 

unfortunate, most long-suffering, and most infatuated people. 

One more extract from the Lectures: - 

“I have stated to you that which is not, perhaps, strictly a portion of 

Political Economy — my own views of the labourer's right. I believe that social 

system to be the best, that country to be the most prosperous—I care not 

whether you call it the most wealthy or not — in which this right is the most 

fully recognised. And all that I have said of the necessity and the possibility of 

counteracting, by some agency, the monopolizing power of wealth, is not 

confined to this or any other country. I believe this question to be the most 

important of all that relate to our modern social system. It is a question that 

concerns the rich as well as the poor. Sooner or later it will force itself upon the 

attention of those that are at ease, and be heard in the palaces of the proud. The 

inequalities of property we must have; but it is open to us to control the effects 

of these inequalities, so far as they affect the means of existence of any portion 

of our people. That one man should monopolize the labour of hundreds is an 

evil; but an evil inseparable from our present state of existence, and compensated 

for by the principle to which I have called your attention: but that one man 

should sweep from the surface of the land, upon which is located a starving 

population, the food that might give sustenance to hundreds — this is an evil 

which is not necessary to be borne — a form of the monopoly of wealth which 

brings with it no compensation. I will not say that it is a tyranny for which no 



12 
 

right of property gives to the nation a warrant; but, I repeat, the right of the 

labouring man to earn his bread was a right that was chartered to our race before 

an acre of ground over the wide surface of the globe was claimed as property by 

man; and I am bold to repeat, that interference there must be, there ought to be, 

with the workings of that economic process by which matters so result that there 

are men in the land willing to work who cannot earn bread.” 

We wish that we could quote the whole book. There is not one 

word of it in which we do not most heartily concur; but we are fully 

sensible that, in the hasty observations here offered, justice is by no 

means done to the close reasoning and impressive eloquence of these 

Lectures. 

Several considerations cannot fail to arise out of the matters here 

treated, and the views taken of them by Mr. Butt. The habitual dearth 

of food in Ireland is on the verge of being aggravated to famine. The 

wretched root that feeds our poor people is rotting off the face of the 

earth, and the Minister proposes to give us more free trade. The corn 

that grows on our own soil is leaving us daily, because those who 

produced it have no money to buy it, and keep it at home for their own 

food; and Sir Robert Peel says to us: - ‘Behold the fertile plains of 

Pomerania, the great Mississippi valley; they shall be your granaries 

and your magazines; Russia shall send you her wheat, and America 

her maize. Are not your ports open? Shall not the two hemispheres 

conspire to feed you, and pour their golden grain into your lap?’ 

We shall not pursue the topics suggested here. Enough that we 

have shown pretty clearly that whatever Ireland wants, it is not ‘Free 

Trade.’ 

Here are the last words of the Book: - 

“When I ask of you to look upon our country's unimproved resources, her 

unexplored treasures, her unemployed population, and still uncultivated fields, 

may I not, in the words of that illustrious philosopher, so many of whose 

questions I have quoted for you to day, pray of you seriously to reflect upon one 

more a problem, for which the century which has elapsed since it was proposed 

has, alas! found no solution?  

“What hinders us Irish from exerting ourselves, using our hands and 

brains, doing something or other, man, woman, and child, like the other in 

habitants of God's earth?” 



13 
 

Now, we think there is a solution to this question, and one which 

most of Mr. Butt’s readers, if not himself, will feel no scruple in 

applying. 
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PREFACE. 
It may, perhaps, be right to explain, very briefly, the circumstances 

under which these lectures are now offered to the public.  

In the year 1841, when my term of the Professorship of Political 

Economy, in the University of Dublin, expired, it still remained for me 

to complete the fulfilment of its duties, by publishing additional 

lectures to those which I had already published. The discharge of this 

duty I deferred, in the hope that I might be able to accomplish a task 

which I had anxiously proposed to myself — that of arranging, into 

something like a connected system of the science, the different lectures 

in which, during the five years in which I held the Professorship, I had 

endeavoured to convey instruction as to its principle. 

Increasing demands upon my time have made the fulfilment of 

this purpose so problematical, certainly so distant, that I do not feel 

justified in deferring, in the hope of it, a duty which ought long since 

have been discharged. The lectures, which are now for the first time 

published, attracted considerable attention at the time of their 

delivery. I have selected them as being of a character better adapted 

for separate publication than any lectures which being part of a series 

in which I attempted to trace unitedly the general principles of the 

science, would not be complete in themselves.  

Following a plan which I frequently found advantageous in 

engaging the minds of those who attended the lectures, that of 

selecting a particular subject of investigation, and applying to 

particular cases general principles of science, it occurred to me at the 

period of the delivery of these lectures, to avail myself of the interest 

which was then excited on the subject of the encouragement of home 

manufactures; and in these lectures I endeavoured to show the 

economic effects that would result to the country, were the movement 

made to create that encouragement successful.  

These pages make no pretensions to contain a full discussion of 

the important subject of protection to home industry; still less do they 

profess to be an inquiry generally into the policy of protective duties. 

Endeavouring to deal with a particular case, and to examine into 

effects that would follow from certain causes, if brought to bear upon 
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and existing conditions of things, I have rather avoided than sought 

to lay down general principles, or form any system of general results. 

Engaged in the humble task of attempting to solve only a particular 

problem, they are not, perhaps, therefore, the less likely to arrive at 

truth.  

The investigations in the lectures will be found to aim at nothing 

more than they profess — an investigation of the effects which all we 

know of the laws that regulate the economic process, would lead us to 

expect to follow from a certain course of conduct applied to a known 

and actually existing state of things. In such an inquiry, it was not 

possible to avoid — indeed, I had no wish to avoid incidentally 

discussing principles of far wider application than the immediate 

subject to which they are here applied. Of these general principles, 

however, except so far as they bear upon the particular subject, these 

lectures are on no formal or systematic discussion. In giving to the 

text such revision as I could bestow upon it for publication, I have felt, 

indeed, the inconvenience of allusions, often brief, to general 

propositions of considerable importance. This is, to some extent, 

attempted to be remedied, by adding, in an appendix, separate 

discussions of the general questions that seemed most to require 

elucidation.  

It would be but a poor excuse for errors, in reasoning upon 

subjects of such deep importance to the welfare of all classes, to say 

that these lectures are published without full consideration. For the 

opinions advanced in these pages I can, with truth, make no such 

excuse. Be they right or wrong, they are the result of long, and careful, 

and anxious thought. But for the style and manner of these lectures, I 

may claim the indulgence that may be fairly extended to pages 

published after an interval of five years, from notes not very full, and 

prepared for publication amid the pressure of other and more 

engrossing avocations.  

The general result of the reasonings and opinions contained in 

these pages, is unquestionably much less unfavourable to a system of 

protection of home industry than is generally expected to be met with 

in the writings of one professing to be a student of Political Economy. 

They are not, however, intended as a general defence of protective 
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duties. They suggest cases by no means improbable — by no means 

rare of occurrence, in which regulations protective to home industry 

may answer one or both of two great ends.  

First — They may bring into action and play sources and powers 

of production, in a country, which but for their existence, would lie 

utterly waste and unproductive.  

Second — They may act the part of the most wise and 

wholesome poor law, setting the poor to work at a cost of some little 

self-denial to the rich; and by compelling a particular distribution of 

the wealth of the country, they may insure a certain amount of 

comforts to the condition of its labouring classes. 

They may, on the other hand, especially if injudiciously and 

rashly enforced, be themselves the means of diminishing the comforts 

of the industrious classes, and they may diminish the productiveness 

of the industry of the country, by diverting it from more profitable to 

less profitable channels. 

The full proof of these propositions may be rather suggested 

than contained in the following pages; but the reflections which they 

point to appear clearly to lead to these conclusions. It is not to be 

denied that many of the views advanced, and no few of the conclusions 

suggested, are at variance with opinions that have been generally 

considered; I say not with what truth, as distinguishing Political 

Economists from other men. Those, however, who are the best 

acquainted with what has been written on the science, will be the least 

likely to condemn opinions, because they differ from those that others 

have advanced; and I claim for the views that are advocated here, a 

consideration favourable not according to the authority by which they 

are supported or opposed, but according to the soundness or fallacy of 

the reasonings upon which they are based.  

There is nothing in the opinions put forward in these pages 

inconsistent with the reasonings that prove the advantages that must 

result from a system of widely extended commerce, in which the 

industry of every country, left free from restrictions, would select that 

employment for which its capabilities and its situation had best fitted 

it, and in which the whole great family of man would labour together 

for the common good, each individual nation that composed it, 
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supplying, as its contribution, that which it could best produce. I have 

endeavoured to suggest considerations, that in such reasonings are 

too often overlooked. These reasonings are too obviously founded 

upon truth to be disregarded; but so I venture to say are the 

considerations by which their practical application must be modified 

and controlled; and which suggest to us the possible danger, that in 

seeking to realize the dazzling speculations of an unlimited free trade, 

we may find, when it is too late, that we have sacrificed solid 

advantages that now belong to the largest class of our own people, 

and the necessity of caution, so that in realizing for the community the 

fullest benefit of an extended commerce, we may secure that these 

benefits shall be shared by all.  

Perhaps, indeed, it would not be improper to say that the 

proposition most apparent throughout these lectures, is the 

proposition that protective duties have, so far as they controlled the 

expenditure of the rich, been the means of giving to our labouring classes 

a larger share in the revenue of the country than they could have had 

without them, and that in all relaxations of protective duties, anxious 

care should be exercised lest, in freeing from this control the 

expenditure of the wealthy, we may seriously compromise the rights 

of the poor. To suggest this in every case to the mind of others, was, 

I confess, the object most present to my mind.  

To be satisfied with suggesting these advantages, is probably to 

disappoint those who are the unqualified advocates of an extensive 

system of protection. To advocate such views is not the object of these 

pages. On the contrary, the reasonings adopted here admit that any 

restriction upon commerce, upon the free disposition of the revenue, 

is prima facie an evil. It is a tax upon some portion of the community; 

it is a forced disposition of some part of our revenue to less advantage. 

The inconvenience, however, always is to those upon whom it is a tax. 

It is possible, but by no means certain in any particular case, that this 

inconvenience may be more than counterbalanced by advantages that 

may result.  

Still, however, the question will remain, whether there might not 

be, with more advantage to the country, a direct mode adopted of 

accomplishing this end? There might, perhaps, be better ways of 
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setting the unemployed Irish to work than by the revival of home 

manufactures, but the latter method is infinitely better than none at all. And 

if it can be shown that in any instance a protective duty does really 

control the expenditure of the rich, for the benefit of the industry of 

the country, we ought to be very cautious of abandoning our 

protection until the equivalent is clearly found. And in times when our 

whole commercial arrangements seem likely, sooner or later, to 

undergo a revision, it may be as well to remind those who upon such 

subjects are accustomed to think for themselves, that disappointment 

will be the result, if, in such revision, the true office of protective duties 

be altogether overlooked. It is not easy to see the limits to which the 

blessings of expanded commerce may still extend the capabilities of 

the country, if these great offices which may be fulfilled by protection 

to home industry are remembered, and the advantages to the country 

that result from them secured.  

So far, indeed, as the opponents of protection rest their 

opposition upon general or universal propositions, these lectures are 

directly at issue with their arguments. It will be for the reader to judge 

how far the particular case examined in these pages, disproves the 

universality of the propositions to which the conclusions arrived at are 

opposed. The question of protection to home industry is one to which 

it is impossible to apply any general rule. Each case must be 

determined upon its own principles, in a great degree — upon 

considerations peculiar to itself — considerations in which he would 

best consult for the interests of the whole community – which would 

best combine the most complete appreciation of the advantage which 

commerce gives us in obtaining the productions of other countries in 

exchange for our revenue, with the most careful and cautious 

reflections on the danger that, to avail ourselves of that advantage, we 

may be compelled to throw into unprofitable idleness, resources of 

production that are now doing something for us at home, or permit to 

be altered for the worse the distribution of the funds which are now at 

the disposal of the entire community.  

For one other peculiarity in the reasonings of these lectures, the 

reader, perhaps, ought to be prepared. It was impossible to discuss the 

immediate question I had selected, without stating, more or less 
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strongly, the opinions I entertain as to the position which the 

labouring classes — those who have nothing but their labour to 

depend upon must occupy in the eye of the man who investigates the 

social system, and the importance that must be given to their interests 

in every economic inquiry. These opinions are stated strongly, but not 

more strongly than, on the fullest reflection, I would deliberately 

repeat. It would be but an imperfect view of the effects of any economic 

system, which excluded from its consideration the great question how 

far it mitigated or aggravated the inequalities of wealth. To secure to 

all within the country the means of earning, by their labour, a 

comfortable independence, is an object to which, if it be attainable, all 

other objects should be subordinate. It is denied that any legislative 

regulations could effect this. To such a proposition the reasonings put 

forward in these pages are directly opposed. The proposition, indeed, 

might seem to require some very cogent proof which affirms that all 

the resources and wealth of this mighty nation could not secure to all 

its people a comfortable support. In such a proposition, I confess 

myself an utter disbeliever. With a strong conviction of the rights of 

the poor — with a deep sense of the duty of the community, and an 

entire belief in the possibility of recognising those rights, and 

discharging those duties, without any drawback to aught that really 

deserves to be called national prosperity, I believe every investigation 

in political economy to be worse than useless, because calculated to 

mislead, which understands, for any practical purpose, the wealth of a 

country to mean anything else than the comforts enjoyed by and 

scattered among the great mass of its population, and which, 

contenting and deluding itself with inquiries into the creation of value, 

overlooks that which is really the great question — the distribution of 

utility.  

In these lectures, therefore, I have deemed it a duty to 

investigate the question I proposed to myself, in reference not solely 

to its effect upon the amount of what is termed value in the country, 

but in its influence upon the comforts and the conditions of the largest 

class of its population. I purpose shortly to follow the publication of 

these lectures by that of others connected with them, upon Production 
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and the Mercantile System. The substance, indeed, of much of the 

latter is condensed into some of the dissertations in the appendix. 

I.B.  

72 Leeson-street, January 15, 1846. 

P.S.—It may, perhaps, be right to add, that this publication was 

not undertaken with the remotest reference to any of the discussions 

on protection that seem likely soon to occupy the attention of the 

legislature. These pages were in type, and but for unavoidable delays 

in their progress through the press, would have been published weeks 

before the declaration of the ministerial intentions. 

January 31, 1846. 
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LECTURE I. 
TO-DAY I propose to follow out the subject of our last two lectures 

by considering the economic effects of encouraging home industry, in 

reference to the circumstances of our own country. The question is 

one which has recently engaged no small share of public attention; and 

without discussing either the wisdom of the movement which has 

recently been made for the encouragement of Irish manufactures by a 

voluntary preference of their use, or estimating the probability of its 

permanence, it fairly falls within the limits I have laid down for our 

inquiries here, to investigate the effect which would be produced upon 

the condition of the country, if all our countrymen were to adopt the 

resolution, which we know some of them have, to give a preference to 

articles of Irish manufacture, and if all who adopt that resolution were 

to persevere in acting upon it. 

You will not understand me as proposing formally to discuss the 

general question of protective duties for the produce of home industry. 

It may be, no doubt it will be, that many of the considerations that will 

suggest themselves to us, will have an important bearing upon all 

questions that relate to restrictions upon the importation of foreign 

produce. But upon the policy of any particular protective duty, there 

are always very many considerations applicable to particular 

circumstances, both of the duty and of the country in which it is 

imposed, that must influence our decision. I propose to-day to employ 

our time in endeavouring to trace the economic effect that would be 

produced upon our trade, the condition of our country, and the state 

of our labouring classes, by a general and successful movement, like 

that which has been recently attempted, to engage the people of this 

country, without any legislative interference, to give a preference to 

our home manufactures over those of other countries.  

I have been induced to devote the last lectures of this term to 

this subject, not merely because the inquiries in which our preceding 

lectures have been engaged, have led us naturally to its consideration, 

but also because I have observed in many of the arguments which have 

been adduced against the encouragement of Irish manufacture, a use 

made of the science, or rather the name of the science of Political 
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Economy, which no deductions from its established principles 

warrant. I am very far from saying, that all the arguments that have 

been used on the other side in support of the plan of encouraging our 

native industry, display very accurate notions on the sources of 

national wealth, or the nature of the channels of its distribution; but I 

am very sure, that the attempt to sneer down that plan by the 

affectation of scientific paradox, indicates still less of real knowledge 

of these subjects.  

As I have already said that I purpose merely to consider the case 

of a preference among the people themselves, without directly 

considering the case of legislative interference, so I will confine myself 

to the consideration of the circumstances of our own country — a 

country which has this remarkable peculiarity, that it is constantly 

exporting, in large quantities, the necessaries of life, in the shape of 

agricultural produce, while our own people are in want of sufficient 

food.  

I shall frequently be obliged, in our inquiry of to-day, to refer to 

questions which we have discussed in the preceding lectures of this 

term. I cannot always hope to make these references perfectly clear to 

those who have not been present at those lectures. I shall, however, in 

the first place, very briefly re-state some of the propositions which, in 

those lectures, we have fully discussed.  

It is obvious that all commerce must be carried on by the 

exchange of the products of one country for the products of another. 

It is impossible for a country not containing gold or silver mines, 

permanently to pay for its imports in money. If its merchants do at 

any time send gold to pay for their purchases abroad, that gold must 

be replaced by giving in exchange for other gold some products of the 

country itself. If it were otherwise, trade would soon come to an end. 

There is no conceivable way in which commerce can be carried on — 

there is no way in which it is carried on except by the exchange, 

directly or indirectly, of the products of one country for those of 

another.   

It follows from this, that so far as commerce, properly speaking, 

is concerned, the imports and exports of any country must generally 

balance each other. Occasional variations there may be, as one 
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country, in the course of trade, may be for a short time a debtor or 

creditor of the other. But if we find a country permanently exporting 

to the rest of the world more than it imports from it, it is clear to 

demonstration that it either gives away its goods for nothing, or is 

sending them abroad to pay a debt due to individuals residing in other 

countries, who have, one way or other, a share in the revenues of the 

exporting country. It may be to absentees, who have a right to some 

of its revenues, and choose to spend them abroad — it may be in the 

shape of taxes — of subsidies from its government, or loans from 

individuals to foreign states it may be in maintaining some of its own 

people as travellers — as an army or navy — as a colonial 

establishment abroad; but in some way or other analogous to these, it 

must be that a permanent excess of exports over imports is to be 

accounted for. 

The revenue of any country consists entirely in what is produced 

in that country itself. This, and this only, is the fund out of which all 

the wants of all classes in the community must be ultimately supplied. 

Foreign commerce can create no portion of this revenue; it 

merely enables the nation advantageously to dispose of it. If foreign 

commodities find a market in any country, it is only because there are 

persons in that country who have home commodities to give in 

exchange for them — because there is, in the products of that country 

itself, a fund out of which those foreign commodities will be paid for. 

If wines, for instance, be imported into England, for which in return 

the hardware manufacture of Birmingham goes abroad, it is because 

there is in England itself a revenue sufficient to pay the workers in 

iron, and because those who have the command of that revenue choose 

to drink foreign wines — but the fund out of which the labourer is 

paid, is not the trade with Portugal, but the home fund that existed 

independent of that trade, however the existence of that trade may 

have directed its application.  

We lay down, then, the proposition, that the revenue of a 

country, available for the supply of all the wants of all its people, 

consists in what the country itself and the persons in it produce; and 

that the advantage of foreign commerce is neither to create that 

revenue nor to add to it, but to enable us to lay it out with advantage.  
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The direct advantage of any particular trade consists entirely in 

the addition to the comfort of any class of the people that is made by 

the importation of the article with which it supplies us. The advantage 

of our trade with Portugal is, that our gentry drink port wine instead 

of cider and beer with China, that we have tea instead of sage. They 

exaggerate the advantages of commerce who state them as higher 

than this. It is possible, indeed, for the existence of any particular 

foreign trade, to alter, either for the better or for the worse, the 

distribution of the revenues we have at home. But, generally speaking, 

we say that the direct advantage of any foreign trade is to be estimated 

according to the advantage of its imports, the comforts of civilization 

which it enables us to enjoy. No one will say that it is the claret that 

is imported from Bordeaux that pays the wages of the Birmingham or 

Sheffield cutler. Were the trade in wine extinguished tomorrow, the 

fund out of which they are ultimately paid would remain unaltered. 

The destination of it might, perhaps, be changed, if the articles that 

would, in the expenditure of the rich, be substituted for wine, required 

a different appropriation of the industry of the country. Individual 

suffering might — in this case, not by any means a certain one — be 

for a time the consequence; but the ability of the country to maintain 

labour would remain unaffected. The permanent privation would be 

to the drinkers of wine. It would depend upon the new direction that 

the portion of the industry of the country which is now directed to the 

purposes of that trade would receive — whether the working classes 

of the country would be in any degree either gainers or losers by the 

change, and this only as it might affect the question of distribution. 

These general views of the advantages of foreign trade, 

reflection will, I think, satisfy you, are founded in reason and good 

sense. The real fund of which the revenue of the country consists, is 

the product either of the natural resources of the country, or of the 

industry of the people; out of this fund must all that is used by all who 

draw their income from the country be provided or paid for. Foreign 

commerce does not create that fund: it enables those who own it, 

advantageously to dispose of it; and the advantage of that commerce 

is to be estimated by the benefit derived from the articles it supplies 
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to us: the class that is benefitted being the class that uses the articles 

it supplies.  

The revenue of all the people of this kingdom of Ireland consists 

chiefly, if not entirely, of its agricultural produce. Of manufactures we 

have but little — with the exception of the remnant of the northern 

linen trade, and some few factories in the neighbourhood of Belfast 

and Clonmel — we might say none. Whatever may be the resources 

of the country, its revenue consists almost entirely of its agricultural 

produce. This is the fund that must support us all-out of this fund the 

wants of all classes of our countrymen must be supplied, so far as they 

are supplied; out of the produce of this fund we must all, who depend 

upon Irish resources, be fed and clothed, and enjoy our comforts and 

our luxuries; out of this fund we must pay for all that we use of the 

productions of other countries, and we must pay for it by an 

exportation of the only thing the country has to give — our 

agricultural produce. No matter from what apparent source our 

income is derived whether from the rent of an estate, the gains of a 

shop, the hard-earned wages of the artizan, or the equally hard-earned 

remuneration of professional toil, no man who depends upon Irish 

resources for his income, has for that income, more or less, than his 

share in the great revenue of the country — the only fund that 

constitutes the income of all its people — the agricultural produce that 

is raised within it. From this fund landlords and farmers, clergymen, 

lawyers, doctors, labourers, shopkeepers, beggars, merchants, artizans 

— those who are supported by the high rewards of science, and those 

who live by ministering to the vices of others — ‘all sorts and 

conditions of men,’ who depend upon Irish resources — no matter how 

different their sources of income—no matter how varied the mode of 

their expenditure — all must derive their income; and by the 

disposition of this fund, and of no other, must all that any of them 

chose to spend upon the produce either of home or foreign 

manufacture, be ultimately paid for.  

Wealth is the power of directing to such purposes as the owner 

of it chooses, a certain proportion of the revenue, and, consequently 

upon this, of the productive powers of the country. It involves the 

practical power of appropriating to the enjoyment of one individual, 
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the labours of many. This is the allotment of God's Providence on 

earth, who has willed inequality of possessions, and with whose 

ordinances it becomes not us to quarrel. But wealth is this — it is the 

power of appropriating to one's own use a large portion of the revenue 

of the country — it is the power of monopolizing to the purposes, and 

the enjoyments, and the luxuries of one, the labour and the resources 

of production that might, under a different distribution, be employed 

in ministering to the comforts or the necessities of many. In a country 

circumstanced like Ireland, the revenue of whose inhabitants consists 

of the food they are able to raise, it is the power of appropriating to 

one's own use the food that might feed many; and if that food be 

exported to pay for the commodities of other countries, for the use of 

an individual, it is to all persons in Ireland exactly the same, as if the 

person to supply whose foreign tastes it is so exported, had himself — 

according to the old fable — actually devoured the same amount of 

corn and beef.  

We now draw no inference from this; we say not whether this be 

right or wrong, but we state as a proposition from which there is no 

escape, which is as capable of demonstration as any proposition in 

mathematics, that in a country like Ireland, of which the produce and 

the revenue is human food, every man who uses the commodity of 

another country, which is, and must be paid for in food, per forms an 

act which has exactly the same effect upon the other inhabitants of that 

country, as if he had himself, in his own person, by an appetite 

miraculously enlarged, consumed the exact quantity of food that paid 

the price of that commodity. He has withdrawn that food from the 

country, and he has appropriated it to his own use. 

We mean not by this statement of the stern, but inevitable 

conclusion of science, to imply more than the statement conveys. We 

charge no moral criminality in the act — an act, more or less 

inseparable from the state of society in which we live. It is possible, 

consistent with this statement of its economic effect — that the 

subtraction of this food might be merely of that which would be 

superfluous — it would be so, if all the other people in the country 

were well supplied. It may be, that this spending upon one's self, even 

of food, is but an inevitable result of the inequalities of condition in 
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human society. Enough for us now to state without note or comment, 

the indisputable proposition we have laid down.  

You will perceive, however, how different upon Ireland would 

be the effect, if, instead of devoting that portion of his income to the 

purchase of the productions of other countries, he were to spend the 

same in the employment of Irish labourers at home — even in works 

that could serve no end, but to minister to his own personal caprice. 

In this case he would equally spend or squander his income upon 

himself, but the effect would be very different in its disposition. Irish 

labourers would, in the latter supposition, eat the food, which, on the 

former, went abroad to those of another country. On mankind at large, 

the effect, perhaps, might be the same; on the Irish labourer, the effect 

would be very different, indeed. Thus, there is in the ordinary 

operations of the social system, a compensating element to the 

monopolising power of wealth. The man whose wealth gives him a 

command over the resources of society, has the power, it is true, of 

appropriating and directing to his own purposes, the labour of many, 

but he purchases that labour by supporting them. In the natural 

process of the economic system, he can only thus employ his 

superfluous wealth. Hundreds of masons may labour for years, not 

upon anything that will be of use to the multitude, but upon erecting 

the lordly castle that is to be the residence of the great territorial 

owner. But these workmen he feeds. If he takes to himself the largest 

share of the produce of many an acre, it is not that he may spend that 

produce directly upon himself, but that he may distribute it to others 

— purchasing, it is true, therewith, the right to their labour for 

himself. Women may spend days and nights of toil, not in weaving the 

coarse drugget that might make comfortable many a poor family, but 

squandering the labour that might have supplied clothing to many, 

upon embroidering the magnificent robe that is to be worn, perhaps, 

but for one night, by one; but in all this there is the working of the 

principle of compensation; those for whom they work must feed them. 

It is in the power of those whose wealth makes them monopolisers of 

the produce of the country, to divert the labours of thousands, to 

minister to their own personal enjoyment, but it is not in their power 

to consume upon themselves the wages of that labour.  
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I have termed this an element of compensation. In some degree, 

it mitigates the inequality of possession; it is the merciful dispensation 

by which the great Father of all preserves, to those who have nothing 

but their labour, some share in those blessings which the selfishness 

of riches, do what it will, cannot altogether appropriate. It is that by 

which the poor can still silently assert their right to the mercy of the 

primeval sentence: — “In the sweat of thy brow thou shalt eat bread.”  

We cannot now pause to enquire how, in the progress of society, 

and the growth of civilization, this principle of compensation may be 

interfered with. It is possible, at least, to conceive that improvements 

in civilization may be teaching to the rich men possibilities of spending 

their riches on themselves, without the necessity of distributing them 

in wages to those around them. It is obvious, that, with every creation 

of such possibility, the monopoly of wealth is freed from a check that 

mitigated its oppression to the poor; and it is worth more than a 

passing thought, whether any nation be justified in leaving altogether, 

or nearly altogether, to the operation of this principle, to determine 

the share which those, who have nothing but their labour — no 

property but their ability and willingness to work — may be able to 

obtain of that general stock, which is the property of the community 

at large; but which the laws of society consign, of necessity, to 

individual ownership and control.  

But let us not deceive ourselves by imagining, that even where 

the principle of compensation has its fullest play, the appropriation of 

great masses of wealth to one individual, is not in its first and 

immediate result, a withdrawal of so much from ministering to the 

comforts of the many. The rights of property need no such fallacies to 

protect them; even were all the income of an individual expended upon 

himself in those modes which involve the most entire expenditure of 

wages, the labour that he purchases is monopolized for the 

gratification of one, instead of being distributed to works that would 

be of advantage to many. The masons who have been employed in 

erecting the castle might, under a different direction of the very same 

labour, and with payment out of the very same fund, have studded a 

whole countryside with warm and comfortable farm-houses, to replace 

the wretched hovels in which too many of our countrymen now 
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scarcely find a miserable shelter from the elements. The workers who 

have been employed embroidering one lady's robe might, by a 

different application of the same labour, receiving still the same 

remuneration, have wrought up coarse materials for the clothing of 

many a poor family. We cannot escape from the truth, that even under 

the circumstances most favourable to compensation, the selfishness of 

man makes the owner of wealth appropriate to himself the labour that 

might give comfort to many. True, the rich man gives wages for the 

labour he employs, but the wages are his property; the labour which 

he purchases becomes so; the results of that labour are for his personal 

enjoyment. We might conceive a state of society, under which a 

different distribution might take place, and the very same labour 

might still receive the very same reward; but its occupation and its 

result be, to provide for the necessities of the many, and not minister 

to the luxuries of the few.  

Were Ireland, then, surrounded with a wall of brass, to use the 

illustration of the great and good Bishop Berkeley, the inequalities of 

wealth would still enable one man to divert to his own use and 

enjoyment the labour, perhaps, of hundreds. While rich and poor 

continue, this must be the case. And he who would set about to rectify 

this inequality, by attempting to make a different allotment of 

property, would soon discover in the shaking of all faith, the 

disturbing of all possession, and the derangement of all industry that 

would ensue, that he might, by violent interference, make the rich 

poor, but could not by robbery make the poor rich. Within the wall, 

then, the rich man might still nay, he must still have many men 

working for his enjoyment. But within the wall the principle of 

compensation must apply. He must share with them their wages — 

these he cannot consume upon himself. His monopoly would be of the 

direction of their labour, not of their wages.  

Let us suppose, however, the wall of brass to be removed. Let 

the great proprietor be an absentee, and apply the rents of his Irish 

estate to building his castle, not on his Irish property, but in another 

country — let the embroidered garment be wrought, not in the looms 

of our own country, but in the manufactories of Flanders or France. 

The change is exactly this — as far as Ireland is concerned, the 
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compensating principle is destroyed — the possibility is discovered 

for the rich man of spending his superfluous wealth without sharing 

it, in the shape of wages, with one single Irishman. The labour of 

hundreds of workmen who work at the castle, or in the manufacture, 

is monopolised to his individual gratification, but so is the food of 

hundreds of Irishmen.  

Then it is that it becomes impossible to escape from the 

conclusion that to Ireland the effect is exactly the same as if he 

destroyed in the fire, or consumed personally, the provisions he causes 

to be exported; and there can be but one answer to the question which 

Bishop Berkeley put a century ago a question still more applicable now 

than it was then: — 

“Whether an Irish lady, set out with French silk and Flanders lace, may 

not be said to consume more beef and butter than a hundred of our labouring 

peasants?”  

So far, there seems no difficulty in arriving at the conclusion that 

in a country like Ireland exporting articles of food, while many of her 

own people have not enough to eat, every importation from other 

countries must tend to increase that exportation; and if it be produced 

by withdrawal of employment and wages from our labourers at home, 

is a direct withdrawal from them of the support of human life. It is 

said, however, that agricultural produce is itself raised by labour, and 

that if we were to cease exporting that produce, the same quantity 

would not be raised, or the labour paid for. This argument proceeds 

upon very incorrect notions, both of the resources of the country and 

of the nature of exportation and trade. The price which any of us is 

about to give for manufactured goods can by no possible confusion of 

thought be imagined to form a part of the fund that exists in the 

country for the payment of agricultural labour. The manner in which 

that price is disposed of, in no respect varies the amount of that fund. 

If, indeed, I transferred it from the employment I proposed to myself, 

to the employment of agricultural labour, the fund would be increased; 

but assuming its destination to be for the purchase of manufactures, 

its disposition leaves the funds in the country for the payment of 

agricultural labour unaltered.  
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It is proposed to call into existence manufacture at home — a 

manufacture which we may admit, for the sake of argument, is not 

equal to competition with those of other countries, and which, 

therefore, requires a voluntary protection on the part of our people. I 

cannot see how the creation of such a manufacture would diminish the 

amount of agricultural produce that we would raise. It appears to be 

matter of demonstration that it would increase it. The quantity of 

agricultural produce that we now raise is not produced on account of 

the demand for imported manufacture in this country. We are able, 

indeed, to pay for the manufactures we import, because we do raise 

our present amount of agricultural produce; but from this it is not 

possible to argue the converse that we are able to raise the produce 

because we import the manufactures. Our ability to raise the produce 

depends, and must depend, upon resources at home. The manner in 

which we shall apply that produce rests with ourselves.  

So far as our exportation is the result of commerce between us 

and other countries, it gives us, no doubt, the opportunity of disposing 

of our revenue to advantage — that is, to the advantage of those who 

possess a share of that revenue. We must not be led astray by general 

terms. The advantage is to those, and those only, who have some of 

that revenue to dispose of; and this is just where the claims of our own 

countrymen intervene. A certain class of Irishmen have the disposal 

of a revenue, consisting of the produce of our country which is food 

for man: in return for this we want manufactured goods; we want to 

employ that revenue in paying artizans to work upon these goods. We 

have the choice — we can exercise the choice, whether we will apply 

that revenue in paying the starving, because unemployed, artizan of 

our own country, or send it abroad to pay those of another. 

If the manufacture produced be higher in price, or inferior in 

quality, to that which we could import from abroad, we do indeed, by 

using it, diminish the quantity, or deteriorate the quality of the goods 

we receive in return for our revenue; but we do nothing more the 

revenue itself is not, and cannot be, diminished — our ability to pay 

for these goods remains just as it was before. The effect of our using 

Irish instead of imported manufacture would be, to leave all the 

present ability of paying for labour undisturbed — to leave, therefore, 



32 
 

the amount of our produce the same, but to turn that produce from 

exportation to feeding our own people.  

The effect of this upon the country would be, that as a nation we 

would have both the agricultural produce and the goods. The addition 

to the revenue of the entire nation would be the value of the goods, 

the manufacture of which we had so created at home; all which would 

be a clear addition to the revenue of the entire country, after deducting 

from it the loss that might be sustained by their inferiority to those 

we had been in the habit of importing; or to express the same result in 

other terms, the national revenue would be increased by the entire 

amount of the agricultural produce we would retain, deducting from 

it the difference between the goods we obtained for it at home, and 

those which we might import for it from abroad. The latter is 

obviously the entire loss upon the change; the retention of the 

agricultural produce, now exported for payment of these 

manufactures, is the gain. That is — the loss is, that those who use the 

manufactures would put up with coarser materials and inferior fabrics; 

the gain would be, that multitudes of our artizans, who are now 

starving, would be fed.  

The source of national wealth, from which this addition to the 

national revenue would be obtained, would be the labour of our now 

unemployed artizans, who would then become producers. This 

argument, no doubt, would apply to many other cases of protection 

for home industry; but this does not prove it to be unsound. If, in any 

case, the effect of obtaining commodities from abroad, be to leave labour or 

resources unemployed at home, it is perfectly clear that in every such case, 

it does not follow that you add to the entire revenue of the country, by 

resorting to other countries for what you require, even though you 

may obtain it cheaper or better than at home. There must be a 

calculation of profit and loss; the profit is the measure of superiority 

of what you import over what you could raise at home, but the loss is 

the entire value of what you must export, to pay for it. This argument 

is unanswerable in every instance in which, by resorting to foreign countries, 

either labour or resources are made unprofitable at home. If the labour or 

the resources that are so disengaged, are turned to other purposes of 
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production, the loss must obviously be diminished by the value of the 

product, which in their new employment they will yield.  

In many arguments, however, upon the subject of protection, 

considerations of this nature, obvious as they appear to be, are wholly 

overlooked. The general proposition that commerce enables us to 

apply the revenue of the country to the best advantage, is considered 

as decisive against all protection to, or preference for home industry; 

the fallacy being overlooked, that this cannot, and does not embrace 

any question of advantage to those who, by the change, will have none 

of the revenue of the country to dispose of. So dangerous is it in 

political economy, to argue from general propositions, that is, 

propositions which we fancy to be general. So difficult to apply general 

principles to the complicated and ever varying relations with which, 

in the questions of this science, we have to deal.  

In the immediate case we are considering, the application of the 

argument is too plain for doubt. We have in this very city, a large and 

most competent manufacturing population wholly unemployed; they 

are now worse than useless to all purposes of national production. 

When it is proposed, in supplying us with goods, to substitute their 

labour for that of the workmen of other countries, and to give them 

the food which we are now exporting to pay the labours of strangers, 

the dullest intellect must see, that, supposing us to spend the same 

amount that we do now in manufactured goods, the goods which they 

would supply to us, must be, beyond all possible calculation, inferior 

to those which we would import, or their employment in the revival 

of home manufacture would be a direct and positive addition to the 

sum total of the national revenue; while in the important point, too 

often overlooked by political economists, of the distribution of that 

increased revenue, advantages would be secured to the country, which 

no mere addition to the amount of its annual produce could confer. 

So far from interfering unfavourably with our trade with 

England, the encouragement of a home manufacture must act most 

favourably for this country upon that trade. Those who remember the 

principles which we last week examined, as regulating the exchange 

of commodities between two countries, will have no difficulty in 

tracing this. While our demand for English manufactures would be 



34 
 

lessened, the disposition of the English people to take our produce, 

and their ability to give us something in exchange for them, would 

remain just the same. It might be, indeed, that by the change in our 

habits, the manufactures that are now produced for our use, would, to 

the extent of our market, cease to be raised; and so far as the labour 

and resources engaged in that manufacture became unprofitable, the 

revenue of England would be lessened, and their ability, though not 

their dispositions, to take our produce would be diminished. If the 

effect would be totally to extinguish that labour, and those resources, 

our remaining trade with England would be carried on exactly as 

before. This, however, we cannot suppose to be the case; and upon the 

general principles we have formerly adverted to, the effect would be, 

that for all the goods we would export to England, in the fair way of 

exchange, we would obtain more of the commodities, which we would 

take in return; and as to that exportation which must be carried on 

without any return, we would pay our absentee rents, and our share 

of the general expenses of the empire abroad with a less actual amount 

of our produce.  

You will remember, that in investigating what has been termed 

the balance of trade, we saw clearly, that whatever tends to make one 

country owe a debt to another, which it must pay in the exportation 

of its commodities, has a tendency to lessen the quantity of goods of 

that other country, which the debtor country can obtain in exchange 

for any given quantity of its own. We saw that this was equally the 

effect of what is termed absenteeism, or of any other cause which 

imposes upon us the necessity of sending our produce abroad, and that 

the loss does not fall entirely upon those who create that necessity, as 

some eminent political economists have supposed, but falls upon all 

those who, from any cause, have any interest in the quantity of the 

produce of other countries that may be exchanged for any given 

quantity of our own. If the demand for produce in England continues 

the same, while our demand for their manufactures is lessened, and if 

this were not at once indicated by the increased price of Irish produce 

in the home market, the effect would obviously be, that the 

exportation would go on as usual; but when the English provision 

merchants came to make their remittances, they would find the 
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number of persons in Ireland, upon whom English merchants would 

be entitled to draw, sensibly diminished. Bills on Ireland would be at 

a premium; that is, a bill on Ireland, which would in Ireland command 

100 sovereigns, or goods at the market price of the country to that 

amount, would in England command 100 sovereigns, and the 

exchange or goods in the market price of that country to that amount. 

The effect of this would be, in trade to give to us a larger share of 

English goods, for the goods that would be purchased by 100 

sovereigns at home. In the case, however, of the creation of a home 

market from produce, this process would be anticipated by the 

immediate rise in its price. The full effect of this upon our trade with 

England, would depend upon their demand for our goods, resulting 

from their taste, or their necessity, the degree in which they wished 

for, or required our produce. If our produce was to them a matter of 

vital necessity, and they had not the means of supplying themselves 

upon cheaper terms elsewhere, the effect upon our trade, and upon our 

industry would be, that by the creation of an Irish manufacture, we 

opened a double market for the produce of our fields. Without, 

however, calculating the possible or probable consequence, it is 

obviously true, that whatever decreases the debt which one country 

owes to another, tends to make its trade with that country be carried 

on, on more advantageous terms. Whatever, in fact, diminishes the 

necessity for exportation, and this would be of peculiar importance to a 

country circumstanced like Ireland, in which so many causes combine 

to force us to export, in which the nature of our produce in the market 

of the world, is exposed to the depreciating influence of so many 

causes, that by making our people debtors to other countries, depress 

the character of our trade.  

It is very possible then, that in the increased value of our home 

produce — in the increased quantity of goods in the market of the 

world, which we will be able to command for any given quantity of 

our exports, even those upon whom this protection to our native 

manufactures, might, at first, appear to press — those who have a 

share in the revenue of the country, which they might dispose of to 

their own countrymen, with less returns than they would to strangers, 

might ultimately find much more than a compensation, even 
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estimating the value of their income, entirely by the amount of 

luxuries it can command.  

This, however, is beside the argument I have been urging in 

reply to the supposed objection — an argument, the force of which 

depends, in no degree, upon these considerations. If we resolve on 

using our own manufactures, in preference to those of other countries, 

we will not, we cannot diminish the amount of agricultural produce at 

home. And even the extinction of our entire trade by the creation of a 

home market, would not deprive us of the means of paying 

manufacturing labour, but would turn those means in another 

direction.  

Neither would it deprive us of the means of paying for 

agricultural labour, as it certainly would not deprive us of the soil. The 

wages of agricultural labour, like the income of all other classes of the 

country, must consist of their share of what is raised in the country. 

So far, indeed, as they now convert any portion of their share of that 

revenue into the manufactured goods of other countries, the exclusion 

from our markets of these identical goods, would affect their condition 

exactly as far as the substitution of goods of Irish manufacture would 

cause them to use goods inferior in quality or lesser in quantity, but it 

would affect them no further. The fund out of which they are to get 

the means of paying for manufactured goods would remain unaltered, 

their share of that fund would not be diminished. As a matter of fact, 

I believe, the entire exclusion of the manufactures of other countries 

from the Irish market, would not at all affect the condition of the Irish 

agricultural labourer; he uses so little of them in the year, that it would 

make no perceptible difference in his condition; but it is quite clear, 

that were all the higher classes of the country to substitute, in the 

articles which they use, home for foreign manufacture, the ability of 

the country to pay for agricultural labour would be unchanged, the 

remuneration of that labour would not be diminished — our 

agricultural produce would remain the same — but a portion of it that 

now goes to feed the work men of another country, would be applied 

to the feeding of our own.  

This admits, that our exportation would be diminished; and this 

is assumed by some as a conclusive proof, that such a system would be 
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injurious to the country. That it would, and to a very great extent, 

diminish our exportation, is the very advantage which we would 

confidently calculate on, as resulting from the protection of our home 

industry, and we would look to this as a blessing, because the very 

food that we now export, is very grievously wanted at home.  

No mistake could be greater, than to argue from the mere fact of a 

country having a large export trade, that it is therefore in a prosperous 

condition. In every case the mere fact of exportation is in its own 

nature an evil — it is the act by which the country parts with its 

wealth. It may, or it may not lead to greater wealth coming into the 

country in return, according to the circumstances under which it is 

sent away, but the advantage is in the returns; the act of exportation 

is, in itself, and without reference to its resulting importation, a loss. 

No mistake could be greater than to pause in the inquiry upon the 

simple fact, that we find a nation sending away its substance, and this 

is all an export trade can evidence. An island of slaves toiling under 

the lash, for the benefit of task-masters in another country, and 

retaining nothing for themselves but what the regulations of the 

driver allows them, would have their harbours filled with the vessels 

that were to carry away, to other countries, the products of their toil. 

Had the land of Goshen been separated from Egypt, by the sea, the 

children of Israel, according to this theory, would have carried on a 

very thriving export trade in the products of the brick-kiln, when they 

were bound to supply a certain quantity to their task-masters. 

Innumerable instances might be adduced of the absurdity of such 

reasoning. A country bound to pay a subsidy to a foreign state, would 

be most prosperously affected by such subsidy, if this argument be 

true. We have already seen, in the very case of Ireland an instance of 

its utter untruth. A large portion of the provisions that are annually 

exported from Ireland, is sent abroad, in the direct shape of a subsidy, 

to pay the rent of absentee landlords — as a debt, it is true, which by 

the rights of property we owe, and must justly pay — but with just as 

little advantage to the country from the act of exportation, as, in the 

case we have supposed, the Israelites would have derived from the 

exportation of their bricks.  
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The true test of the prosperity of a country is not what is sent 

out of it, but what is used in it. I mean by the prosperity of a country, 

the comforts which the great mass of its inhabitants enjoy. To 

ascertain this so far as it is influenced by its trade, we must look not 

to the exports, but to the imports not to what is sent out of the 

country, but to what is brought into it; and not merely to the value, 

but to the nature of the imports, and the classes by whom they are to 

be used. The importation of one valuable diamond might largely swell 

the value of Irish imports in one year — the wealth of the country, in 

the technical cant of our science, would be increased; but no one will 

surely tell me that this would be an addition to the prosperity of 

Ireland, or that our export trade was flourishing, because the food of 

thousands had been exported to pay for the stone. The importation of 

a thousand Geneva watches is just the same. If I look to the trade of 

the country for evidence of its condition, I look, I repeat, not to the 

exports, but the imports; and not merely to their aggregate value, but 

to the nature of the articles by which that value is made up. A country 

is prosperous, and its people comfortable, not according to what it 

exports — not even according to what is raised in it but according to 

what is used in it: and no mistake could be greater — none more fatal 

in its consequences upon all our reasonings and all our feelings upon 

subjects of national finance — than in estimating the prosperity of a 

country, even by the true test of what is used in it — to be content 

merely with an ascertainment of its value, without carefully inquiring 

what is its distribution.   

These principles seem obvious enough; they need no authority 

to support them — they are too manifestly founded in common sense 

to be capable of being controverted by any authority however high. 

Yet those who have studied the subject of Political Economy will not 

need to be told that there are many able arguments in which they have 

been overlooked. The very demand that every science makes upon us 

to generalise our propositions, is, in Political Economy, a most 

dangerous one — by leading us with all the care we can use, to forget, 

at every new application of our general propositions, the qualifications 

which would make the reasoning upon which the general proposition 

is supported, inapplicable to the case in which we assume it as proved. 
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Some present may remember that on a former occasion I advised you 

never to apply, in Political Economy, a general proposition to a new 

case, without first going over the reasonings by which it is proved, 

and thus testing its complete application. We have, I think, by this 

plodding precaution, detected some subtle fallacies. To the generality 

of all reasonings about value; or, perhaps, to speak more correctly, to 

the fact that some political economists have confined their very 

definition of the science to propositions about value that almost all 

have practically limited their reasonings to this view — we may, I 

think, trace many erroneous conclusions — at least erroneous in the 

sense in which they afterwards use them — to which writers of these 

subjects have arrived.  

These are the dangers which attend us in the effort to reduce the 

principles which regulate the economic process to a science — 

dangers, to avoid which requires the closest discipline of mind, as all 

who have in their own minds reasoned on these subjects will, by a 

recollection of their own mistakes, attest. Equally dangerous, 

however, are mistakes into which persons fall who are willing to 

content themselves with general notions, without any attempt at 

accurate reasoning at all. Perhaps to many persons in this room, my 

proposition that an export trade is not in itself a good, has been a 

startling one. Obvious, indeed, its truth is to a little reflection; but it 

was a matter upon which many, even of well informed and intelligent 

persons, have never reflected at all. You were content, without 

examination, with the general notion that an export trade was a great 

good. You have probably walked along our quays, and associating the 

idea of commercial activity — of men employed, and bustle and 

industry — with the trade, you have borne away the impression that 

it must be a national blessing. Besides, the fact of all this produce being 

sent away is evidence that it has been raised. It is proof of the existence 

of so much Irish produce, and of the capabilities of our country, and 

the mind resting, and justly resting, with satisfaction on this evidence, 

does not distinguish between the two facts that this exportation 

equally testifies — the fact that this produce exists, and the fact 

equally evidenced that it is sent away.  
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The fallacy, too, is aided by the impression, not unnaturally 

produced upon the mind, that this produce is sent away because it is 

the best way in which it can be disposed of; and it is, therefore, the 

interest of our people that it should be so. We acquiesce, like the 

political economists, in this general and most vague proposition, 

without examining the reasons by which it is supported, or even fixing 

very accurately the meaning of the terms it contains. We neither know 

accurately what we mean by “best,” nor when we speak of the interests 

of our “people,” have we any precise notion of who they are that are 

included in the term.  

Yet is it not manifest that were that state of things so changed 

that these provisions which we thus see before our eyes collected for 

the purpose of exportation should be withdrawn altogether from trade 

— were they distributed to be used upon the farms upon which they 

have been raised — among the people from whom they were taken — 

were the cattle driven no further than the market towns next to the 

pasture upon which they were fed, and there brought to the shambles 

for the food of the artizans, these men from one year's end to another 

never taste flesh-meat — this would evidence in our country a more 

prosperous condition than its present, although our export trade were 

extinguished altogether — though droves of cattle no longer crowded 

our quays, and the bustle and confusion of their embarkation were 

succeeded by a silence, and a desolation as complete as that which now 

reigns in these quarters of our city that were once the cheerful and 

busy abodes of the shuttle and the loom.  

But, it is said, that this exportation is the disposal of our surplus 

produce, and, as such, is an advantage to the country. To this 

argument, gentlemen, there is but one answer which, in the present 

circumstances of our country, any man ought to give. I know of no 

surplus produce until all our own people are fed. The surplus produce 

of a country is that which it has to spare after supplying the necessary 

wants of all its own people. I use the words with deliberation, and with 

a deep and solemn sense of their import. The surplus produce of a 

country is that which remains for the rich to spend upon luxuries, after 

provision is made for supplying the necessities of all.  
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These are questions not entirely within the province of the cold 

and abstract science by which we investigate the laws which regulate 

the distribution of wealth. Answer enough to the argument, it might 

be, for our present inquiry, to say, that we shew by the clearest 

demonstration, that the effect of using the manufactures of other 

countries, is to send out of the country provisions, by which, if we 

substituted for such manufactures, the produce of our own markets, 

our starving artizans would be fed. It might, I say, be sufficient for our 

present purpose to answer, that we have demonstrated this 

proposition, and leave it to the reason and conscience of every man to 

judge, what was the meaning or the value of the argument which 

urges, that it is only our surplus produce that is sent away. 

I do not so answer the argument. I have given to it the answer 

by which I believe it ought boldly to be met. There is a principle 

involved in this statement of a surplus produce, which is just one of 

the points upon which I have told you, on a former occasion, the 

inquiries of the economist must come in contact with those of the 

moralist and politician. In which, just as the anatomist must 

sometimes bring his inquiries into the organization of the human 

frame, to bear upon the subjects that belong in part to other 

considerations of human nature — so he who investigates the means 

by which the physical wants of the great social system are supplied, 

what may be termed the physical framework of nations, must 

sometimes come in contact with inquiries, which constitute, so to 

speak, the physiology of the social state — and while, I trust, no one 

who occupies this chair, will ever forget the broad line of demarcation 

which separates politics and political economy, yet, when questions of 

the character I have adverted to, arise, he ought not to shrink from 

bringing them before the minds of his auditory within those walls; this 

would be to deprive its science of all its dignity, and in doing so, to 

take from its inquiries more than half their value.  

I do not hesitate, then, to say, that to the contemplation of the 

Christian moralist or economist, there can be no such thing as a 

surplus produce, until the wants of all classes in the country are 

supplied. The surplus produce, I will add the disposable labour of a 

country, is that which after providing for the wants and I include in 
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the wants, the reasonable comforts of all who are willing to give to 

society their labour — society may permit to be directed to the 

luxuries or the vanities of the rich. This is that portion of the income 

of the community which we have to spend upon matters of ornament, 

of taste, or of caprice. But the first care in the direction of the resources 

of the country, should be that all may be fed. The poor have their 

rights as well as the rich. Every man in this country is born a member 

of a great and powerful society; and we never hesitate to act towards 

him on the supposition, that his being so born gives that society rights 

to be enforced against him. Equally true is it that he has a birthright 

by being born a member of society. One pennyworth of property he 

may not inherit; his parents may not leave him one foot of the earth 

on which he may freely walk — one chattel article that the 

conventional laws of society may permit him to call his own. All that 

he sees may be appropriated to others’ use; but yet, as a member of our 

community, born by God's ordinance subject to its laws, and owing, 

independently of any choice of his own, an allegiance to its authority, 

he has a birthright as sacred and as indefeasible as the right by which 

the sovereign inherits the crown, the peer his privilege, or the lord of 

broad acres his estate. In the words of the greatest of political 

philosophers, he has “a right to all that society, with all its 

combinations of skill and capital can do in his favour.” In the words of 

one greater than man — the words in which is recorded the primeval 

sentence of our race — a sentence which contains at once the hard lot 

of the labouring man, and the great charter of his rights — a charter 

prior to the authority of states or the rights of property, he has a right 

“IN THE SWEAT OF HIS BROW TO EAT BREAD.” 

If, indeed, there be any one who, on any fancied rights of the 

poor, demands to be maintained in idleness — such a claim should be 

at once, and peremptorily, rejected. “If any man work not, neither let 

him eat.” Starvation itself is not too hard a lot for him who would be a 

burden to the community in which he lives. But this is not the claim 

of which we speak — we speak of the claims of him who is willing to 

dig, and who to beg is ashamed — the claims of him who is ready to 

give society all that his labour can produce, and who asks in return the 
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means of living; of the claims of such a man we speak, when we assert, 

as sacred and indefeasible, the rights of the labouring man.  

That society has forgotten its duties, in which such a claim as 

this is not answered, in the social or economic system of that country 

in which men are willing to work, and cannot earn their bread, there 

is something essentially and radically wrong. The right of every man 

in the land, is to the utmost of all the power of the society that claims 

him as a member, to have the power of earning a livelihood secured to 

him. This is the first, the elder duty of society. It is vain to speak of 

the blessings of increasing national wealth, if to this you sacrifice the 

comforts of the poor. Better, far better for the country would be the 

state of things which would give to every working man in the country 

the assurance that his industry would command for its reasonable 

exertion, the means of livelihood, than the most brilliant prospects 

which could be opened of wealth to our merchants, of magnificence to 

our nobles, or aggrandizement to our manufacturers.  

This is not the language of enthusiasm — it is the cold, the 

deliberate, perhaps the stern language of truth. That nation deserts its 

duty, in which there are people willing to work, who cannot, by any 

exertion, earn their bread. If the great right of the poor to dwell in the 

land and be fed — to earn, by their labour, the means of living — can, 

in the ordinary process of the social system, without legislative 

interference, by leaving all things to their free and natural 

development — be fully and amply vindicated, it is well; but if there 

be a state of society, in which this great right is in abeyance — if there 

be a state of society, in which men are willing to work, and yet cannot 

earn their bread, interference with such a state there ought to be. How 

best such interference may be effected, it would be very far from the 

object of this lecture to discuss. Into one mode of such interference, 

indeed, we have been inquiring; but we have contrasted it with no 

other — we have compared it with the state of things now existing. 

We have seen, in the particular case of our own country, that by this 

interference bread might be given to some of our people who now 

want it; and so far as such interference can attain the end, we have 

been led into general observations to vindicate the justice of the 

general principle that demands it. Enough for us now to state that 
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general principle, that if there be in our own land a state of society in 

which men are willing to work, and cannot find the opportunity of 

exchanging their labour for bread, and if the community in which this 

occurs have resources enough at its command, by the best and most 

carefully contrived combination of all its skill and power to find bread 

for all its people, there ought to be an effort made to bring about that 

result. To this end, if it can be attained, there is no taxation that might 

be necessary to accomplish it that ought not cheerfully to be borne —

there is no sacrifice from those who own the revenue of the country, 

too great to demand. In the progress of society, the masses of the 

people ought surely to have their share. They must not be left to toil 

with diminished remuneration, and increasing demands upon their 

energies — they must not, still worse, be left to see themselves thrown 

out of employment altogether — their skill superseded — their 

industry become useless their appeals be permitted to work vain, and 

then be told that this is — that the revenue of the country may be 

disposed of to the best advantage.  

These principles and these reasonings may fall strange upon the 

ear of some present. Be assured, the time is coming when they shall 

not be so. The poor shall not always be forgotten. The question of 

protection to the claims of labour is one that every year of our national 

existence — I speak not now of Ireland — I speak of the British islands 

— with an increasing population, will make of deeper interest. That 

the larger proportion of the population of the country should be kept 

in a state in which they cannot, by exertions that will not overtask 

them, earn a livelihood comfortable and independent, is a proposition 

in which no man, who brings right feelings of heart to the 

consideration of such questions, will contentedly acquiesce. The 

claims of the labouring classes to a just share in the products of the 

country's resources, even upon lower consideration, press themselves 

upon the attention of the politician and the economist. The social 

system in which they are disregarded, cannot for ever rest safe upon 

the terrible foundation upon which it must be built. Perilous, indeed, 

is that social fabric in which the poor must regard themselves, pent 

up, as it were in one mighty workhouse, the ergastulum of the ancients, 

to toil upon the least possible remuneration, to heap up wealth for 
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their lords, whether they be landlords or manufacturers. All is not well 

in the land from whose mines, or whose factories, or whose corn-fields, 

or the garrets and alleys of its great towns, the cries of ill-requited 

labour ascend to heaven, or the groans of the man who seeks 

employment, and cannot find it, and therefore cannot give his children 

bread, and all this it may be close by the side of splendid palaces, and 

mansions filled with every luxury that foreign climates can yield. All 

is not well in the land whose economists talk of exporting surplus 

produce, while its own people have not food.  

The truth must be told, he would ill-discharge his duty to his 

country, who saw that truth, and did not tell it. That nation does not 

its duty by its poor and its labouring population, which permits one of 

us in this room to gratify our vanity by wearing a coat of fine 

materials, when coarser cloth would answer us for all real purposes 

equally well, while there are hundreds, perhaps thousands of men in 

this very city, who would gladly give days and nights of toil to earn a 

meal for their children, and cannot. And if the nation have the wisdom 

to see this duty, and the courage to discharge it — if we were to call 

the wisdom of our most prudent statesmen, the skill of our most 

distinguished financiers, to review our economic system, and to devise 

means, be they of what kind they may, by which there might be full 

and adequate remuneration for every labourer in the land who was 

willing honestly to work — to secure a good day's wages for everyone 

who would give a good day's work. If we were to lay it down that to 

attain this end, no tax upon those who have means, could be too 

oppressive — no sacrifice too costly to be made — no prospect of what 

is termed national aggrandizement, too brilliant to be foregone — 

were measures to raise the condition of the labouring population to 

make even a large demand upon the national resources, do you think 

we would be poorer, as a nation, in the end? Would Ireland or England 

either, be a country less pleasant to live in? Would even those who 

would be called on for the sacrifices, in a few years be the worse of 

having made them? Would we not, even on the lowest calculation, be 

more than repaid all that this national duty would individually cost; 

and in the increased productiveness of our country's resources — in 

the blessings that would spring from our people's contentment in the 
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consciousness that we were leaving our children to dwell in a settled 

state, and a country contented, we would experience that in this, as in 

every other instance, the observance of moral obligations would bring 

with it consequences that would more than compensate for the 

sacrifice their fulfilment cost; and of nations even more than of 

individuals it would be found true that “he who giveth to the poor 

lendeth to the Lord, and look, whatsoever he layeth out it shall be 

repaid him again.”  

These general reflections, however suggested by the question 

we are discussing, do not, perhaps, immediately belong to it. But the 

truth is, it is impossible to discuss any question relative to wealth 

without meeting this great question of the claims of labour in our 

investigation. Of that which I firmly believe ought to be the chief 

object of every attempt to regulate the economic process of a 

community, I have been led to state the views which deliberate 

conviction leads me to entertain. In estimating these views, I ask of 

you but to reflect upon two questions as questions of fact: —   

Is it a fact that in this country, or in England, there are men 

willing to give to society the utmost extent of labour which men are 

fitted to endure, and who cannot find the means of earning their 

bread?  

Is it a fact that there might be a disposition of the resources of 

the great and powerful community into which the three British 

nations are united, which would by all the exertions of that community 

secure the means of livelihood to all its members?  

If you decide these questions in the affirmative, it is at least 

worth reflection whether any measure that will tend to produce such 

a disposition be not so far a good.  

The further consideration of our immediate subject of 

investigation we must reserve until another day. 
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LECTURE II. 
Every question of Political Economy is, in one sense, a question of fact. 

I do not mean by this, that we are to deal only with things that have 

actually occurred; but I mean that we are inquiring into principles that 

exist in the external world, and which will continue to exist, whether 

we perceive them or no. The laws which regulate the economic process 

around us, will go on in perfect independence of our reasonings and 

our theories; we can lay down no law to bind that process; it will not 

bend to our rules, nor accommodate itself to our deductions; and the 

value of all our investigations is not in proportion as they form any 

beautiful or consistent system, in our own reasonings, but only and 

entirely as they accord with the results that must go on, in their 

natural relations of cause and effect, even if we never reasoned about 

them at all.  

The inquiry in which we are now engaged is, in this sense, 

strictly into a matter of fact; and the test of any proposition we lay 

down is, not how far it agrees with any general principles, but how far 

its statement accords with that which our reason and our experience 

tells us must actually occur in the course of events. To this test you 

must bring every proposition of Political Economy; and I have 

engaged your attention in the inquiries that now occupy us, because I 

believed that I could better teach your minds to form just and correct 

notions of the principles of our science, by proposing an inquiry into a 

state of things actually existing, and endeavouring to see how far we 

could trace, on such a state of things, the effects which would follow 

from certain causes, than by laying down general and abstract 

propositions; while the present interest attached to this particular 

subject presented a favourable opportunity for thus engaging your 

attention, and enabling you, perhaps, in your own minds, to correct 

the common mode of reasoning upon such subjects, by a comparison 

with the strict deductions which the rigidness of our science demands.  

The possibility of benefiting a large proportion of our 

population, by the use, whether voluntary or enforced — to any 

considerable extent, of home, in substitution for foreign or even 

English manufactures, we believe to be matter of demonstration. In 
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investigating this question, it is true we must be led to considerations 

of the nature of industrial production, which may largely modify or 

colour our views upon many other subjects not immediately before us; 

I ask you, however, as I apply myself to the particular state of facts 

with which, in the circumstances of our own country, we have to deal, 

to go with me step by step — to refuse your assent only when I draw 

deductions which the particular circumstances I am dealing with do 

not warrant; and if at the end you find that we have arrived, in the 

particular case, by fair and sound reasoning, at any conclusions 

inconsistent with what you may have considered general propositions, 

the effect ought to be, not to cause you to refuse your assent to the 

deductions by which we lead you on, but to disbelieve in the truth, or, 

at least, in the universality of these propositions.  

The facts of the case are these: — we are inhabitants of a country 

that annually exports very large quantities of provisions, and annually 

imports a very considerable amount of articles wrought up and 

manufactured by the labour of the workmen of other countries; and 

we have at home a very large number of workmen capable of making 

up these very goods — willing to work, but now unemployed, and 

because unemployed, and depending upon the proceeds of their labour, 

without any certain means of ensuring to themselves or their families 

sufficient food.  

In this state of things it is proposed to give to these workmen a 

portion of the very provisions that are now exported, and to set them 

to work for us in return. This is proposed to be done by a large number 

of the population beginning to purchase Irish manufacture, where they 

now use imported goods. I hold it to be matter of absolute 

demonstration, that if by any means the use of Irish manufactures is 

so substituted for those which we import, that the effect will and must 

be to give to the workmen who would be employed upon that 

manufacture, their portion of the food which we now export.  

It is, therefore, possible, in such a case as I have supposed, for a 

preference to home industry, to increase the means of supporting 

human beings within the reach of the population. I hold it also to be 

matter of demonstration, that if this end be by any means 

accomplished — if the use of Irish manufactures be in effect 
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substituted or preferred, that there will be added to the national 

revenue of Ireland — to the wealth of Ireland — to the means of 

subsistence and enjoyment at the disposal of its people all that will be 

retained at home, that would otherwise be exported; while the utmost 

deduction that would be made from the means of enjoyment, from the 

comforts of any human being in the kingdom would be simply as far 

as by choosing, or being compelled to resort to Irish manufacture, he 

was obliged to put up with an inferior article. This is the entire amount 

of inconvenience which to any one would result. Our wives and 

daughters would be compelled to wear Irish tabinets, or, perhaps, 

inferior dresses made at home, instead of French and Flanders silks 

and satins; and we ourselves would put up with Irish broadcloth, 

perhaps a little coarser in its texture than we get from England.  

This is a fair statement of the balance of advantages and 

disadvantages that would attend, in this particular case, upon 

protection to our home industry. The loss in substituting home for 

foreign production, is always easily calculated by the inconvenience 

which the substitution of the goods that could be raised at home would 

entail; the gain, in many instances, is not so easily estimated; in the 

present instance, however, it is plain and obvious enough.  

I will offer to you, in a shape a little different from that in which 

I placed it yesterday, the argument which I confess to my own mind, 

appears to be demonstrative of the proposition, that it is possible for 

us in the circumstances in which Ireland is now placed, to improve and 

raise the condition of a portion of our labouring population, by using 

home manufactures, instead of those that are imported from abroad.  

There is no one who has at all reflected on those subjects, who will 

deny that every use of foreign commodities, increases exportation of 

something or other from the country, and as exportation from Ireland, 

is of the produce of the soil, it increases from this country the 

exportation of the necessaries of life. For every bottle of wine, for 

instance, which we consume, something must go abroad to pay for it, 

and strange, perhaps, as it may appear to those not familiar with the 

reasonings of political economy, there is no escape from the sternness 

of the deduction that forces us irresistibly to the conclusion, that every 

time we spend our money in buying foreign wines, we do, by the act 
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of that expenditure, send away from our shores the value of that 

money in the produce of our fields, to pay for the Birmingham, or 

Sheffield, or other manufacture, which, in turn, must pay the 

Portuguese or French producer for his wines.  

Just the same thing is true of the lady who purchases a dress, or 

the man who buys a waistcoat wrought in a foreign loom. That 

purchaser sends from our shores, to feed the workers on that dress or 

waist coat, the value of it in the staple export of our country. Now, let 

us suppose, that the man who is on his way to give an order that will 

lead to the importation of foreign wines, or to purchase an English 

waistcoat, meets, upon his way, an unemployed artizan. To give the 

picture the colouring of reality, let us suppose that chance leads his 

steps to some of the squalid abodes of our Liberty, the wretched hiding 

places of a decayed manufacture, and an unemployed people — 

suppose him moved by some scene of distress — to resolve that he will 

deny himself the wine, or that he will make his old waistcoat last him 

a few months longer, and to place in the hands of an unemployed 

weaver, to purchase beef and bread for his children, for many days, the 

very money he had intended to appropriate to the purchase of his 

imported superfluities — I suppose him to do this as a free gift — I 

suppose that the money is laid out as he desires it, and that beef and 

bread are bought with it. This, otherwise, would not have been 

consumed in Ireland, for this new destination of the money has not 

deprived one single Irishman, except the donor himself, of an iota of 

enjoyment, or the means of purchasing; all persons in the country 

remain as they were, except the giver and receiver of the gift. The 

object of this bounty enjoys the very produce which would have gone 

abroad to pay for the wine or the waistcoat, had the giver purchased 

them. He, himself, is worse off by not having the wine or the waistcoat, 

but is worse off in no other way. The home market for beef and bread 

is manifestly by so much increased, so that the mind cannot escape, 

turn the matter as it will, from the demonstration that forces on it the 

inference, that the effect of this change of purpose is simply this, that 

the artizan of our Liberty has eaten the food, which, had the original 

purpose been persevered in, would have gone to feed the English 

weaver or mechanic. 
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As far as the sum-total of human enjoyment is concerned, it may 

be urged that this will make but little difference. Unless you increase 

the quantity to be used, all that you can do is to transfer to one what 

you take from another. This may be true — in one sense it is, no doubt, 

true — as far as regards the world at large. But as far as the Irish 

artizan is concerned, it just makes the difference between comfort and 

starvation. For our present purpose it is enough so to answer the 

argument. We prove to demonstration, the proposition with which we 

started as to our own country.  

Do not, however, understand me as admitting that it might even 

be the same to the world at large. The interest of mankind will be best 

attended to, when each of the families into which it is divided, concern 

themselves to provide for their own. The nations, as well as 

individuals, that provide not for their own, are worse than infidels to 

the great principles that should animate states. Let us have the 

artizans and the peasantry of our own country comfortable and 

prosperous, before we weigh the chances of feeding those of the world 

at large. The man who cares for no one in particular, has very little 

affection for his species at all; and the economical philanthropy that 

cares for the comforts of the workmen of all countries alike, will, 

assuredly, end in an equal disregard of all. For myself, I am quite ready 

to adhere to the narrow and illiberal system that regards our own 

people, as a first care, and to be content with the old-fashioned charity 

that begins at home.  

Neither will you understand me as conceding that it is not 

possible for a permanent appropriation of a share of the national 

revenues, even to the gratuitous support of the poor, to increase in the 

country the supply of commodities, intended for the use of the 

labouring population. This question, as a general one, is far too large, 

and too difficult for an incidental discussion. I advert to it now, to shew 

those who have thought on the subject, that it is not overlooked, but 

in the case I have put to you, the case of that gratuitous appropriation, 

being of money withdrawn from foreign commodities, and applied to 

the purchase at home of the articles we export, in such conditions as 

those, it is not difficult to solve the problem which the question, as 

applied to these particular circumstances, involves.  
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In the case I have supposed, there can be no doubt of the effect. 

If our consumers of foreign produce chose to deny themselves the 

luxury of using them, and to bestow upon their poor neighbours the 

price they pay for them, our people will consume, to the extent of the 

gift, produce which is now exported from our shores. The revenue of 

the country is that which is raised within it, and everyone who has 

property, I care not of what kind, in a country, is an owner of a portion 

of that revenue — in Ireland, almost exclusively, an agricultural 

produce. Each of us has it in his power to send his portion of that 

revenue abroad, for the production of other countries, or to give it to 

feed the people of our own.  

I have supposed the case of a gratuitous charity; but to the 

immediate effect on the distribution of the provisions now exported, it 

could not make the slightest difference, if the person whom we have 

supposed to make the charitable gift, desired the object of his bounty 

to employ himself in weaving for him a waistcoat or a coat. Better, 

indeed, it would be for all parties — infinitely better, in a moral point 

of view better, economically, for the giver, by the value of the coat and 

the waistcoat, increasing, by so much, the means of human enjoyment. 

But the effect of the appropriation of the money to his use will be 

precisely the same. The effect will be, that the artizan will eat the food 

which before was exported; and this is just what we believe would be 

effected, on a large scale, by the use of home manufactures. To get 

articles of manufacture wrought by our artizans at home, and to give 

to them a portion of our share of the revenue of the country — a share 

of that which is raised in it — not to be exported to feed strangers, but 

to support our own manufacturers at home. 

It is, at first, not easy to familiarize the mind that is not 

accustomed to look accurately upon these subjects, to the 

consideration, that the performance of such acts by a whole 

community, is nothing more than the aggregate of such acts, 

performed by the individual members that compose it. Yet no 

proposition is more obvious. If we have rightly estimated the effect 

produced in our supposed case, by the act of any one individual in this 

room, the effect produced by similar acts of everyone in this room, 

would be precisely similar in kind, although different in degree; more 
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artizans would be fed, and more persons would practise acts of self-

denial. If such would be the effects of the acts of all here, we may, with 

perfect confidence, carry on our reasoning as to the nature of the 

effects, to similar acts, performed by all persons of our rank in Ireland. 

With the numbers — the nature of the act would not be changed — 

the new questions that would arise for our consideration, would be 

questions of degree — questions depending on the number of 

unemployed artizans to be fed, and the capability of persons in the 

country to make the sacrifices requisite to the end.  

I do believe the argument in the particular instance, to be 

demonstrative. Before it is answered, it must be shewn that a 

diversion, such as I have supposed, of the money of an individual, from 

the purchase of imported goods to the support of an Irish labourer, 

whether in the shape of charity or wages — which unquestionably 

does give food to an Irishman who had it not before — deprives that 

individual, or some other individual, in some other way, of the means 

of rewarding Irish labour, and deprives him too, to the full extent, of the 

benefit conferred; and this it cannot do, since almost the entire price of 

the article would have gone to pay the English workman. I may, 

indeed, and I do, withdraw from the Irish labourer, who may have been 

employed about its importation, the almost infinite submultiple of the 

price which is allotted to his reward; but even this I still expend on 

the support of Irish labour, while the great bulk of the price, or to 

speak more properly, of the produce it represents, which is now used 

in the country, is a clear addition to the fund which would have been 

in the country for the support of its labour.  

The case, then, is made out, if there be not some inaccuracy in 

the reasoning by which we traced the steps of the process. Taking the 

present condition of Ireland as our starting post, I say that if the 

persons in this room determine, and act on their determination, to 

substitute for the luxuries we import from foreign countries, articles 

produced by the labour of our own people, we would turn and direct 

to the extent to which our income gives us command over the revenue 

of the country, and to the extent to which we now virtually spend that 

revenue in foreign countries — a portion of the produce which is now 

going abroad to the feeding of our own people at home, and that the 
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entire loss to our country would be measured exactly by the amount 

of privation which such self-denial would cost to ourselves.  

What is true of the individuals in this room, is true of all the 

individuals in this country. It is possible for them, by adopting and 

acting on a similar determination, to produce similar results upon a 

more extensive scale; and what would be true of this use of Irish 

manufacture, if brought about — which, perhaps, we can hardly hope 

to see by a voluntary combination of our people, would be also true if 

the same were brought about by legislative interference, by a 

protective duty, or by any other means. 

In the view which I have taken of this question, I have not 

adverted to general propositions, or what have been termed principles 

of the science with which you have, no doubt, anticipated the 

observation that the views I have advanced on this particular subject 

are at variance. I have asked you, independent of any such general 

propositions, to give your assent to a chain of propositions which 

naturally and irresistibly follow each other, in which I have assumed 

nothing but these first principles which our experience assures us do 

govern the business of production and exchange, and which must be 

the foundation of all the deductions of the science.  

If these reasonings be right — if the inferences we have drawn 

from premises be conformable to the effects that would follow from 

causes that act in the economic system, and if you find the conclusions 

to which they carry you, inconsistent with any propositions that have 

been laid down as general truths in the science of Political Economy, 

this should make you not deny the conclusions which follow in the 

particular instance from the reasoning we bring before you; but 

disbelieve in the truth, or at least in the universality, of the 

propositions to which they are opposed.  

While I thought that I could best lead your minds to truth by 

endeavouring to place before you deductions drawn from a particular 

state of facts, and simply tracing our way from one step in our 

progress to another, without embarrassing ourselves by considering 

how far we were meeting with inferences inconsistent with arguments 

that have by many political economists been used as applicable to all 

cases — I do not conceal from myself — my object in engaging you in 
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these inquiries would be defeated if you concealed from yourselves, 

that both our reasonings and conclusions are inconsistent with many 

propositions that some persons might almost believe it heresy against 

the faith of political economy to question. 

Desiring to give to all my addresses from this chair, as little as 

possible of a controversial character, I will not now occupy your time 

by comparing the conclusions at which we have arrived, with those to 

which they are opposed, but I will briefly detain you, while I call your 

attention to some few of the propositions, to which, considered as 

universal ones, our reasonings and our conclusions are opposed. The 

reasonings of this lecture are altogether inconsistent with the 

proposition, that protective duties for home industry are, in all cases, 

to be condemned as injuries to the national wealth.  

We do believe that in one instance, at least, we have shewn that 

it would be possible for the use of home manufactures, even at the 

sacrifice of using inferior articles — and this is the effect of a protective 

duty — might create and cause a direct and positive addition to the 

sum total of the national revenue, to the means at the disposal of the 

entire population of the country, available to obtain for them the 

necessaries and the comforts of life. If in any one instance we have 

proved this, it is impossible in any instance to rely upon the 

proposition we have cited, as of universal application. In the case of 

every protective duty, we must decide upon its advantages or 

disadvantages, by an inquiry into all the circumstances under which it 

is imposed.  

They are obviously too inconsistent with the proposition, that 

by leaving the industry and capital of a country free, the greatest 

amount of resulting good will be secured to all its inhabitants; because 

we think we have established a case in which interference with the 

natural course, in which the products of the country would be disposed 

of, may be productive of great and incalculable good.  

They are inconsistent too with the proposition so often and so 

confidently laid down, that it must always be the interest of a country 

to buy its goods at the cheapest market, and sell them at the dearest, 

without reference to the question, whether either market be the 

foreign or the home. One obvious source of fallacy in this proposition 
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we think we detected in the course of this inquiry-obvious, I mean, in 

the application of the proposition to the particular case we proposed 

to examine. When men thus speak of the interest of a country, it must 

always be remembered that the statement includes merely those who 

would be benefited by resorting to the particular foreign market. The 

proposition does not, and it cannot decide the all-important question, 

whether this benefit to that class does not cause some injury to 

another, which, in calculating the gain or the loss to the entire 

community, is more than sufficient to counterbalance the advantage 

to the first.  

That a protective duty might, in one actually existing case of 

national economy, make a positive addition to the national revenue, 

that is, to the entire means of living in the country, we have proved; 

that its absence, (and far stronger would be the case of its withdrawal), 

by putting a stop to one portion of the national industry, and so 

extinguishing one part of the sources of our national productions — 

might cause incalculably greater deduction from the national wealth, 

than it could add to it, by causing the products of the remaining 

resources to be advantageously disposed of.  

Thus our reasonings are utterly inconsistent with those 

arguments which assume that protection is, in every instance, an evil, 

and free trade, in every conceivable case, a good. We say that, in each 

particular instance, it is a question of fact and of calculation, whether 

we will add more to the national wealth, by obtaining an article in the 

home market, or in the foreign, and that the calculation does not rest 

solely upon the relative cheapness. The great object to be obtained is 

to make all the resources of the country as productive as possible, and 

if by resorting to the foreign market we make unprofitable and 

unproductive, or less productive, any part of the resources we have at 

home, it matters not whether these resources consist of natural agents, 

or capital, or labour — whether they be found in the natural 

capabilities of the country, in property invested and applied to 

particular purposes, or in industry of workmen, that will cease to find 

employment — in every case the resources at home that are laid waste, 

by a resort to the foreign market, form one item on the debtor side of 
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the account, the magnitude of which will obviously depend upon the 

extent of the resources that will so be left barren and unproductive.  

It makes no difference, whether these means of production are 

inherent in the very nature of the circumstances of the country, or 

whether their peculiar applicability to any particular species of 

production, has arisen under any protective law. In the calculation of 

profit and loss, the resources of the country, as they now exist, must 

be taken into account; and no one but a madman would pretend to 

decide upon the question of national advantage or disadvantage of any 

change, without estimating, as an item in his calculation, the actually 

and now existing resources and productive powers of the country, 

which the change would reduce to barrenness and waste.  

But when we say that every case of a protective duty must rest 

upon its own circumstances, and be determined by its own 

calculations, it would be manifestly an abuse of reasoning, to assume 

that, because we have shewn some cases in which these propositions 

do not hold good, that, therefore, we can in all pronounce them untrue. 

Their authority, indeed, as general propositions, is, by falsifying them 

in any one instance, destroyed. But we must not, therefore, rashly 

conclude that they are falsified in all. It does not follow, that a 

protective duty to home industry must, in every case, be a good; on 

the contrary, we freely admit, that, as it, in the first instance, entails 

upon some class in the community some privations, even should it be 

so inconsiderable as the denial of a ribbon and a silk, it is to the extent 

of that privation an evil, and requires a counterbalancing advantage to 

justify its adoption. The presence of that advantage will depend upon 

the circumstances of each particular case. It would be just as untrue to 

assume that a protective duty is, in every case, desirable, as to assume 

that in every case it is the reverse. How far it diminishes the value of 

any portion of the revenue of the country, by obliging its owners to 

spend it in an inferior market — how far, on the other hand, it adds to 

the revenue of the entire country, by calling into activity labour or 

other means of production, which, but for this protection, would lie 

waste — these questions constitute in each individual instance the test 

of whether it adds to or takes from the national wealth.  
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I have called your attention to some few, and they are but a few, 

of the propositions with which our reasonings on this subject are 

inconsistent, treating it merely as a question of the production of 

wealth; but I am satisfied that inquiries into questions which relate 

only to the production of wealth are comparatively of little value. We 

omit the most important point when we forget the question of 

distribution. I believe a change might be one most advantageous to 

the great mass of the people of a country which could diminish very 

considerably the exchangeable value of the entire produce of a 

country, but which would, at the same time, alter for the better its 

distribution; and this brings me to another, and perhaps the most 

important, point in which our reasonings — and our reasonings, 

perhaps, more than our conclusions — are at variance with those too 

often recognised as principles by writers on Political Economy.  

Generally, the reasonings we have used are inconsistent with 

any propositions or any mode of reasoning which makes the 

production of wealth the exclusive test of the economic advantage of 

any supposed state of things, without taking into full account the 

nature of the wealth so produced, and the mode of its distribution.  

And they are inconsistent, therefore, with all propositions, that, 

dealing only with the question of value, profess, by any deduction 

relative to it, to decide questions as to the economic advantage or 

disadvantage of any supposed state of things. 

I cannot hope to bring it to the recollection of all who hear me, 

that, very early in the lectures which I was called on to deliver here, I 

observed upon the necessity of strictly attending to the sense in which 

we used the term value, in estimating the application of all 

propositions respecting it. Value is purchasing power — but 

purchasing power with reference to the entire mass of commodities in 

the world. Propositions respecting value have, of course, their use; but 

we must be very cautious not to apply them as deciding the economic 

advantage or disadvantage of any particular state of things. In all such 

propositions, distribution forms no element. The labour that would 

procure for a country a diamond worth a thousand pounds, and a 

thousand pounds’ worth of bread, would add exactly the same value 

to the country's property — they would increase its wealth by exactly 
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the same quantity; but that science would be but a delusion and a cheat 

which would teach men to rest content with this, and assume that 

therefore it was a matter of indifference to the country which of these 

two applications of labour were continued, if one must be given up.  

I have shown you, I think, that in one case, at least, a protective 

duty might affect most advantageously the distribution of wealth — 

that it might, in substance and effect, be a poor law, and a poor law of 

the very best and most efficacious kind — by which the rich would be 

lightly taxed for the relief of the poor, but the relief of the poor by 

setting them to work — a poor law, in which the tax imposed upon 

the rich would bear but a very small proportion indeed to the relief 

which would be given to the poor, the tax being measured only by the 

difference between the product of the labour purchased at home and 

the labour purchased elsewhere, but the relief to the labourer be the 

entire purchase money itself — a poor law, too, by which no industry 

was checked, and by which no idle habits were fostered — the relief of 

which brought with it no degradation, and support from which 

extinguished no feeling of independence in the breast of the mechanic.  

That there is a case in which this could be effected by a protective 

duty, we say, confidently, is matter of demonstration. It is quite true, 

that here again we are met by that constantly-recurring question of 

the rights of labour — a question which it is impossible to separate 

from any discussion that involves the second branch of the common 

definition of Political Economy — the distribution of wealth. If that 

be a right or healthy state of the social system in which every man is 

permitted to make the most of what he has or can scrape together, 

without any reference to the interests of those who have nothing — 

then, indeed, all questions of Political Economy may be reduced to 

mere propositions about value. But if that be not all that is to be 

attained in the social system — if that social system be unsound in 

which there is not full security made for the adequate reward of labour 

— then no economical inquiry can be satisfactory or useful which does 

not include the question of distribution.  

In this, perhaps, more than in any other respect, is the mode of 

reasoning adopted in the remarks I have offered to you, inconsistent 
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with many of the reasonings of others, not certainly of all, who have 

written on these subjects.  

I do not hesitate directly to call your attention to this, that all 

the reasoning I have used is inconsistent with the proposition, 

whether it be understood economically or morally, that the 

remuneration of labour — understanding by this the amount to be 

allotted to the support of all those who depend upon their labour for 

support — can in every case best be left to the regulation of the 

ordinary principles of supply and demand.  

And all the conclusions at which we arrive are opposed to the 

proposition that it is impossible, by legislative interference, in any case 

to increase the fund that is in a country allotted to the maintenance of 

its labouring classes. 

The questions involved in these propositions are of the deepest 

practical importance. While these lectures have made no pretensions 

to be a full discussion of them, I may say, perhaps, that we have 

inquired into them in the way not the least likely to suggest correct 

ideas upon their subject. I selected a subject relating to a state of facts 

that admitted of no controversy — a state of facts of which you have 

all thought, and to the consideration of which you come not unfamiliar 

with what exists. I have availed myself of the present interest of this 

subject at this moment, and I have endeavoured to trace what would 

be the operation of a proposed movement upon the actual state of 

things that is before and around us. I have endeavoured to do so by 

reasoning from what we know of the individual case, without reference 

to any preconceived opinions, or any attempt to conform our 

deductions to any general propositions previously laid down. If, I 

repeat, the conclusions at which we arrive in this particular inquiry, 

contradict propositions that have been laid down as general ones, it 

may be a reason for more accurately and closely sifting the reasoning 

by which we have arrived at our conclusions; but once satisfied of the 

soundness of that reasoning in the particular case, the inference is 

inevitable that the propositions, as general propositions, are untrue.  

I have not pretended to enumerate or advert to all the general 

propositions with which our conclusions appear inconsistent. I rest 

those conclusions, not upon the answers that may be given to 
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statements or propositions, with which they clash, but on the positive 

proofs by which they are supported.  

I need hardly, however, observe, that were I to attempt an 

enumeration of the general propositions with which our conclusions 

are at issue, foremost among them we would place the proposition 

which asserts that absenteeism is not injurious to Ireland.  

That proposition, indeed, has been amply and satisfactorily 

refuted, so far as the case of a country exporting agricultural produce 

is concerned, by Mr. Senior, to whose admirable observations on the 

circumstances which determine the condition of the labouring classes 

of the country, I cannot too strongly direct the attention of those who 

desire to attain correct modes of reasoning upon such subjects.  

But those who will read over the arguments of Mr. McCulloch 

to sustain his celebrated paradox on the subject of absenteeism, and 

read also the observations of Mr. Senior, to which I have referred, will 

be satisfied, that it is impossible to distinguish the question of 

absenteeism, from that of the use of foreign commodities; and that to 

the extent that the income of a resident landlord is spent on foreign 

commodities — or, rather, on the exportation of home produce that is 

to pay for them — it is a matter of indifference to the Irish labourer, 

to use the words of Mr. McCulloch, whether the act of destruction be 

performed at Paris or in Dublin.  

Mr. Senior’s refutation of the argument is confined to the case 

we have been considering — the case of a country exporting 

agricultural produce; and it is confined to the evil that arises from the 

direct withdrawal from our people of the means of subsistence that 

must be exported to pay the rents of absentees. We have seen, I think, 

another evil resulting to the country in the general depreciation of the 

value of all our produce in exchange, that arises from any cause that 

forces us to export. To this effect of absenteeism — one obviously felt 

much more in a country from which the exports consist of articles to 

which the expense of transit makes a very considerable addition in the 

way of percentage — Mr. Longfield was the first political economist 

who called attention. In his Lectures on Commerce and Absenteeism, 

he has clearly shown that this result must follow from absenteeism — 

from an excessive taste for foreign commodities — from anything, in 
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fact, which creates or increases the necessity of exporting our own 

commodities without increasing the disposition of the people of other 

countries to give us commodities in exchange for them. The 

publication of these lectures preceded Mr. Senior’s refutation. Both 

refutations appear to me perfectly satisfactory, although resting on 

somewhat different grounds. Mr. Longfield’s has the advantage, that 

it is not confined to the case of a country exporting agricultural 

produce, and that it points to principles too often overlooked, which 

must always regulate the relative value of the productions of two 

countries in exchange with each other.  

In two ways we have clearly seen that absenteeism is injurious 

to this country. It withdraws from a country where people are ill fed 

the food that is raised in it, and it forces us to export that produce at a 

disadvantage.  

On the other hand, we concede to the argument of Mr. 

McCulloch, that were the absentee landlord to return home, and were 

his entire income to be spent in the purchase of the productions of 

other countries, the economic gain to Ireland in this point of view 

would be very trifling indeed; but we argue from this, not that 

absenteeism is harmless, but that the use of foreign articles is, to a 

country circumstanced like Ireland, an evil.  

In fact, every man who uses articles of foreign produce must, to 

the extent upon which he spends his income upon their purchase, 

deducting the profit which is made by the merchant, and the wages 

spent upon the workman employed in their importation, be considered 

as an absentee. 

To this extent, however, the country is a gainer, by having the 

act of destruction performed in Dublin. To the value of this percentage 

on that portion of the landlord's income which he spends in foreign 

articles, agricultural produce is retained in Ireland to meet the 

necessities of our own people.  

You will not understand the principles or the reasonings I have 

brought before you, as affirming that the exportation of agriculture 

from a country is, under all circumstances, an evil. Were all our people 

fed, it then might be both true and applicable to assert, that we 

exported agricultural produce, because it was that which our country's 



63 
 

resources naturally led us to raise. The exportation of agricultural 

produce is now an evil, because it is so grievously wanted at home. It 

is for this reason that the encouragement of our home industry, or any 

other process which would retain it at home, would be a blessing to 

the land. But we do not disguise from ourselves, that while we assert 

these propositions as true of the particular case, they involve 

principles that are capable of a far wider application; and that palpable 

and manifest as is the evil in the case of a country exporting produce 

while its people have not food at home, that evil is, that foreign trade 

is in this instance made the instrument of the monopoly of wealth, and, 

equally with absenteeism, enables those who have riches to spend the 

resources of the country upon themselves, and, at the same time, 

escape the effect of the compensating principle of being obliged to 

resort to the employment of home labour for that end, a principle 

which would oblige them to share those resources with others, in the 

very process by which they spend them upon themselves.  

While we thus freely and unreservedly advocate the right of the 

artizan to protection against the grinding influence of riches; while we 

hold that it is the duty of every society to secure for all its members 

who are willing to work the means of earning their bread; and while 

we believe it to be a fact, in the science of political economy, that it is 

possible, by direct interference on the part of the governing power 

with the order of distribution, to accomplish this; — it is very 

necessary to impress upon the class that compose our mechanics, that, 

after all, the real hope of improvement must rest with themselves. The 

great lesson of self-reliance must be learned. Habits of order, of 

industry, of regular, and constant, and cheerful labour must be infused. 

I believe it would be a melancholy picture to trace the injury that has 

often been done to Irish manufacture by the misconduct of the work 

men themselves. Against the baneful effect of combination — above 

all, against violent interference with the free exercise of every man's 

calling — no voluntary effort of individuals, no legislative protection 

itself, could uphold a manufacture in our land. Security for the capital 

of the capitalist, dependence upon the steadiness of the labour he 

employs, and confidence in the regularity with which it will be yielded, 

are essential to the prosperity of the manufactures of a country.  
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I am very far from saying that it is to any misconduct of our 

workmen that we are to attribute the depressed state of our 

manufactures. I am very sure that it is not, but in every country such 

hints as these are needed. The unfortunate divisions of modern society 

give us, perhaps, but few opportunities of endeavouring to impress 

these truths upon our labouring population, whose apparent interests 

and whose real passions too often lead them to forget them. But as we 

have opportunities, and these opportunities it is our duty to cultivate 

far more than we do, we will prove ourselves the best friends of our 

labouring population, by impressing on them the duty and the 

prudence of perfect order in their conduct, by shewing them how much 

depends upon habits of regular and steady industry — of fair dealing 

with their employers, and faithful observance of their contracts with 

all — by impressing upon them the lesson that legislative protection, 

or the protection that voluntary efforts can give by directing public 

caprice, and so creating fashion, may assist the efforts of our 

manufacturing population, but they can do no more. The permanent 

improvement of any class must depend upon the virtues, and the 

enterprise, and the industry of themselves.  

A century has elapsed since the attention of great and powerful 

intellects was engaged by the anomaly that even then Ireland 

presented, in exporting provisions while her own people were unfed. 

The opinions of Swift may, perhaps, be suspected, rightly suspected, 

of being influenced by the prejudices of the political partizan. Those 

of the great and good Bishop Berkeley are open to no such suspicion. 

With a heart the most benevolent, and an intellect the most acute, he 

combined a sagacity that strangely, but not uncommonly, was united 

with most perfect simplicity of disposition, and the most entire 

singleness of heart. An advocate of native manufacture, he acted on his 

opinions, and contented himself with wearing the articles which the 

industry of his episcopal village could supply him. From his Querist, a 

work marked by more shrewdness than almost any book with which I 

am acquainted, I have extracted a few questions, first put to the Irish 

public in 1735, which seem not unworthy of an answer from even the 

wisdom of modern political economists. I do not know that I can better 

impress upon your minds the views I have been endeavouring to lay 
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before you, than by putting to you some of these singularly shrewd 

and pertinent queries, illustrating entirely the truth of the proverb — 

Prudens interrogatio dimidium scientiæ. Sure I am, that by the six 

hundred questions of the Bishop, more real information, and more 

correct notions of political economy could be suggested to the mind, 

than by many a laborious treatise on what are dignified with the names 

of the principles of the science.  

“Whether he whose luxury consumeth foreign products, and whose 

industry produceth nothing domestic in exchange for them, is not so far forth 

injurious to the country?”  

“Whether those who drink foreign liquors, and deck themselves and their 

families with foreign ornaments, are not so far forth to be reckoned absentees?”  

“Whether the women may not sow, spin, weave, embroider, sufficiently 

for the embellishments of their persons, and even to excite envy in one another, 

without being beholden to foreign countries?” 

“Suppose the bulk of our inhabitants had shoes to their feet, clothes to 

their back, and beef in their bellies, might not such a state be eligible for the 

public, even though the squires were condemned to drink ale and cider?”  

“Whether an Irish lady, set out with French silks and Flanders lace, may 

not be said to consume more beef and butter than a hundred of our labouring 

peasants?”  

“Whether a woman of fashion ought not to be declared a public enemy?”  

“Whether a foreigner could imagine that one-half of the people were 

starving in a country, which sent out such plenty of provisions?”  

“Whether, if our ladies drank sage or balm tea out of Irish ware, it would 

be an insupportable national calamity?”  

“Whether it is possible that the country could be well improved, while our 

beef is exported, and our labourers live upon potatoes?”  

“Whether trade be not then on a right footing, when foreign commodities 

are imported in exchange for domestic superfluities?”  

“Whether the quantities of beef, butter, wool, and leather, exported from 

this country, can be reckoned the superfluities of this country, when there are so 

many natives naked and famished?”  

“Whether she would not be a very vile matron, and justly thought either 

mad or foolish, that should give away the necessaries of life from her naked and 

famished children, in exchange for pearls to stick in her hair, and sweetmeats to 

please her own palate?”  

“Whether a nation be not a family?”  

“Whether we are not the only people who may be said to starve in the 

midst of plenty?”  
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“How much of the necessary sustenance of our people is yearly exported 

for brandy?”  

“When the root yieldeth insufficient nourishment, whether we do not top 

the tree to make the lower branches thrive?” 

“Whether the vanity and luxury of a few ought to be permitted to stand 

in competition with the interests of a nation?”  

“Whether necessity is not to be hearkened to be fore convenience, and 

convenience before luxury?” 

“Whether, if there were a wall of brass, a thousand cubits high, around 

this kingdom, our natives might not, nevertheless, live cleanly and comfortably, 

till the land, and reap the fruits of it?”  

“Whether it would be a great hardship, if every parish were obliged to 

find work for their poor?”  

“Whether there be a people that so contrive to be impoverished by their 

trade, and whether we are not that people?”  

With these questions, I will leave the views I have endeavoured 

to bring before you to make whatever is their just impression upon 

your minds. I did not intend this lecture to be a full or even a direct 

discussion of the difficult and most important questions which we find 

to be more or less involved in its inquiries. I selected a particular state 

of facts, and endeavoured, by positive proofs, to sustain certain 

propositions as applicable to that state of facts. In this inquiry we have 

arrived at results inconsistent with general propositions that are 

confidently put forward as truths of the science. How far, however, the 

general propositions are, therefore, to be rejected or modified, it would 

not be possible, within the compass of a lecture, to discuss. 

Incidentally, indeed, we have touched upon principles and arguments 

which must, even in the most general application, materially modify 

the propositions to which I have adverted. I do not, however, wish to 

be held responsible for inferences that may be drawn from the 

principles we have laid down. Not that I would shrink from stating 

any proposition to which I conceive the deductions of science would 

lead, without caring in the slightest degree what interests it would 

affect, or what prejudices it would offend; but I know that propositions 

which will lead to a true result, when applied to one state of things, 

when applied to another and a little different state of things, may but 

lead astray.  
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To have traced out and applied the principles which I have 

attempted in these lectures to unfold, was, I confess, an object I had 

set before myself. I believe, that to follow them to their results, would 

be, to introduce a most important element into many of the 

calculations of the science, and to redeem to the cause of charity, and 

of the poor, investigations which have been too often the weapons of 

a cold, a heartless, and an immoral philosophy. The near approach of 

the limit to the period, beyond which it is wisely provided that the 

occupation of this chair by the same person shall not extend — 

demands of other nature upon my time and thoughts — prevent me 

from hoping, that this task can be now accomplished by me. 

I may, perhaps, have succeeded in turning to those forgotten 

principles, the attention of some within these walls. I may have 

impressed upon the thoughts of some who have been engaged in the 

researches of political economy, a better direction. I may have 

suggested to you, that the proposition that merely affirms, that one 

economic system produces more value, or, to use the synonymous 

term, more wealth than another, in reality teaches you very little on 

which you can safely rely; that all the reasonings that support it may 

be true, and yet, before you can use that proposition for any purpose 

before you can draw from it any practical inference, or give the 

preference to either system in your own thoughts or feelings — you 

must begin again at the beginning — you must inquire not merely the 

amount of value produced, but the articles which represent it, and the 

numbers that are to share them; you must remember, that to disregard 

these considerations, would be to forget the most important point of 

the inquiries of the science — those which concern the distribution of 

wealth.  

Above all, I shall rejoice if I have suggested to you that it is 

impossible, in any inquiry of political economy, to escape from the 

grand problem of the social system — what is the right, and what is 

the position of the poor? If, indeed, it is to be assumed that those who 

have a command over the revenues of a country, may be, or ought to 

be, permitted to direct these resources, without the least regard to 

those who have not — if it be an object of indifference how wealth be 

distributed, so that it be created — if it be just the same, whether the 
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wealth created be, as to the articles that compose it, those that will 

minister to the necessities of many, or those that will be squandered 

upon the vanity of one —then, indeed, you need not trouble yourselves 

about the inquiries in which I have engaged you to-day. You may 

pursue your mathematical calculations about value, and arrive, with 

complacency, at your results, in perfect carelessness whether some 

step of the calculation may not involve the misery and degradation of 

a large mass of the people, provided always, that it increases the 

aggregate value of materials in the country.  

But if you feel that a science, whose investigations are thus 

limited, were worse than a waste of time; if you feel that when such 

propositions, true in their abstract sense, are applied in any sense in 

which they can engage the affections, or influence the conduct of 

rational men, they become the mere specious plausibilities of 

falsehoods — scientific expressions for positive untruths; if you feel 

that it cannot be a matter of indifference whether the country be rich, 

by having foreign luxuries in lordly halls — or rich in a labouring 

population, well housed, well clothed, and well fed; if you feel that it is 

not, as to the amount of value that any given process will produce, but 

as to the effect which it will have upon the comforts of the great mass 

of the people, that we demand to be informed by the inquiries of 

science; — then you will feel it impossible, even as a political 

economist, to pronounce upon the merits or demerits of any measure, 

until you have examined and weighed its effects upon all classes in the 

country — and as they constitute the majority, especially its effect 

upon the population that depend upon their labour, skilled or 

unskilled, for their support.  

I have stated to you that which is not, perhaps, strictly a portion 

of Political Economy — my own views of the labourer's right. I believe 

that social system to be the best, that country to be the most 

prosperous—I care not whether you call it the most wealthy or not — 

in which this right is the most fully recognised. And all that I have 

said of the necessity and the possibility of counteracting, by some 

agency, the monopolizing power of wealth, is not confined to this or 

any other country. I believe this question to be the most important of 

all that relate to our modern social system. It is a question that 
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concerns the rich as well as the poor. Sooner or later it will force itself 

upon the attention of those that are at ease, and be heard in the palaces 

of the proud. The inequalities of property we must have; but it is open 

to us to control the effects of these inequalities, so far as they affect the 

means of existence of any portion of our people. That one man should 

monopolize the labour of hundreds is an evil; but an evil inseparable 

from our present state of existence, and compensated for by the 

principle to which I have called your attention: but that one man 

should sweep from the surface of the land, upon which is located a 

starving population, the food that might give sustenance to hundreds 

— this is an evil which is not necessary to be borne — a form of the 

monopoly of wealth which brings with it no compensation. I will not 

say that it is a tyranny for which no right of property gives to the 

nation a warrant; but, I repeat, the right of the labouring man to earn 

his bread was a right that was chartered to our race before an acre of 

ground over the wide surface of the globe was claimed as property by 

man; and I am bold to repeat, that interference there must be, there 

ought to be, with the workings of that economic process by which 

matters so result that there are men in the land willing to work who 

cannot earn bread. It aggravates the evil, perhaps only makes it more 

palpable, that it takes place in a country which produces abundance of 

food. But the interest of the question is not confined to Ireland; in 

England, too, these questions have been stirred; whether it be in the 

cry of distress that has arisen from trades destroyed by the removal of 

protective duties — in the indignant denunciations of the change of 

the poor laws, by which the direct assertion of the right of the labourer 

to be supported has been destroyed — or in the demands of an 

enlightened philanthropy, to have the hours of labour even for infants 

shortened; — in each and all of these is asserted the one great 

principle, that there ought to be protection for the rights of labour.  

And is it not worth an inquiry — a deep, and anxious, and careful 

inquiry — whether the progress of society, the increase of civilization, 

may not bring with it elements that require a vigilant caution to 

prevent that which ought to be a blessing to all, from aggravating the 

pressure of the inequalities of wealth upon the poor? May it not be, 

that the refinements of luxury supply new means for the selfish 
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enjoyment of wealth, and the discoveries of art diminish the necessity 

of resorting for these enjoyments to the purchase of the labour of the 

poor? No one here will understand me as depreciating the inestimable 

benefits which both commerce and machinery are conferring upon the 

empire. But ought we not anxiously to provide not merely that their 

extension may not bring with it individual suffering and loss, but lest 

they may become means by which wealth may more and more 

appropriate to itself the labour of many hands, admitting less and less 

of the principle of compensation of which we have spoken — lest that 

progress, in which all ought to share, may but increase the luxury and 

swell the ostentation of the rich, while it takes from the comforts and 

the enjoyments of the poor? 

From these subjects of inquiry, opening up materials of 

investigation, to the interest and importance of which each day in the 

progress of society will add, let us turn back to the subject that has 

suggested them — a subject which more peculiarly concerns us as 

Irishmen. Solemn and humiliating are the reflections which to us the 

state of our own country is calculated to suggest. It ought — may I 

venture to say it — suggest to us all, that there may be objects more 

worthy of our attention than those upon which unhappily too much of 

our energy is squandered. How deeply does the condition of too many 

of our peasantry reprove the unprofitableness of our politics; and how 

bitterly, although silently, does it rebuke the rancour of our disunion, 

and the littleness of our feuds! And when I ask of you to look upon our 

country's unimproved resources, her unexplored treasures, her 

unemployed population, and still uncultivated fields, may I not, in the 

words of that illustrious philosopher, so many of whose questions I 

have quoted for you to day, pray of you seriously to reflect upon one 

more a problem, for which the century which has elapsed since it was 

proposed has, alas! found no solution?  

“What hinders us Irish from exerting ourselves, using our hands and 

brains, doing something or other, man, woman, and child, like the other in 

habitants of God's earth?” 

  

 


