
Edmund Burke: 

A Liberal Practitioner of Political Economy 

F R A N K  P E T R E L L A  

Introduction 

ALTHOUGH THE TEMPTATION to interpret 
the political philosophy of Edmund Burke 
as one of inflexible conservatism has sub- 
sided in the light of current scholarly 
findings,l the same is not true concerning 

economist. Some of his critics suggest 
that political economy, for Burke, was a 
purely conservative orthodoxy, an effec- 
tive means of rationalizing the status 
quo.2 This, however, is far from the 
truth. Burke, in fact, held to a philosophy 
of political economy which was quite re- 
sponsive to the necessity of economic in- 
novation. Yet, this liberal interpretation 
of political economy is not immediately 
evident in Burke’s thought. Too often, 
his liberal economic policy is clouded 
over by a more apparent than real con- 
tradiction between his pronouncements 
on the laws of economy and his practice 
of the art of politics. 

I 
~ 

I the view of Edmund Burke as a political 
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Burke As  A Political Economist 

ALTHOUGH HE EARNED his most enduring 
reputation as a parliamentarian and politi- 
cal philosopher, Edmund Burke achieved 
considerable competence as a political 
economist. In Palgrave’s Dictionary of 
Political Economy, F. Y. Edgeworth has 
said, “A rich vein of economic wisdom. . . 
runs through the whole vast tract of Burke’s 
political  writing^."^ Leslie Stephen, noted 
commentator on English Utilitarianism, 
once said, “It is the least of his [Burke’s] 
merits that his views of political economy 
were as far in advance of his time as his 
views of wider questions of policy . . .”4 

So adept was Burke at the art of polit- 
ical economy that what he has written has 
led to comparisons with Adam Smith. 
While Halevy believed Burke to be one 
of the chief disciples of Smith,5 Eric Roll 
thought Burke had “ . . . on practical 
grounds a greater opinion of the power 

Winter 1963-64 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



and importance of state finance than 
Adam Smith.”‘ 

Some of Burke’s commentators, more- 
over, defend his complete originality as 
an  economic thinker. Robert Murray re- 
fuses to call Burke a disciple of Adam 
Smith. “It is clear,” Murray claims, “that 
the Wealth of Nations clarified the views 
he had long entertained.”’ Even Smith 
himself is reported to have said, “After 
they had conversed on subjects on polit- 
ical economy, he [Burke] was the only 
man, who, without communications, thought 
on these topics exactly as he did.”s 

Burke himself was not silent on his 
efforts in the art and science of political 
economy. He had made political econ- 
omy an object of his study from his early 
youth to the end of his service in Parlia- 
ment. “Great and learned men thought 
my studies were not wholly thrown away, 
and deigned to communicate with me 
now and then on some particulars of 
their immortal w o r k ~ . ” ~  

There is justification for Burke’s con- 
siderable reputation as a political econo- 
mist. Without trying to characterize 
Burke formally as a member of the class- 
ical school of economics, it can be shown 
that he approached economic phenomena 
as did Adam Smith and the early followers 
of Smith. Like that of the classical school, 
Burke’s economic theorizing stressed the laws 
governing price, that is, supply and demand. 
Whether the discussion at hand centered 
on the determination of wages, the theo- 
retical basis for trade or the mechanics 
of a shifting tax, Burke’s reliance upon 
a general theory of price determination 
becomes evident. 

Although Edmund Burke did not de- 
velop an elaborate theory of supply and 
demand, he knew of the more important 
characteristics surrounding the nature of 
these concepts. Of the inverse relation be- 
tween the quantity consumed of a good 

and its price he was continually aware. 
Although he recognized the direct rela- 
tion between the quantity supplied of 
a good and its price, Burke was able to 
demonstrate the more significant connec- 
tion between cost, supply, and price. On 
one occasion, Burke described the rela- 
tion between the price of meat and dairy 
products and the prevailing supply of 
wheat. If wheat is scarce, then hay is ex- 
pensive, therefore, “ . . . beef, veal, 
mutton, milk and cheese must be dear. . . . 
When the food of the animal is scarce, 
his flesh must be dear.”1° 

Burke respected the complexity of a 
multi-variable economic situation. By 
sensing what modern economic theory would 
call the ceteris paribus assumption, he was 
able to recognize explicitly, for example, 
the relation between price and quantity 
consumed of a good as an economic law, 
yet realize that the intrusion of other 
variables such as money (income), pop- 
ulation or preference changes would in- 
fluence price without destroying the va- 
lidity of the original economic relation- 
ship. Once, Burke showed that even 
though taxes should increase prices and lead 
to diminished consumption, this, in fact, had 
not occurred because of mitigating cir- 
cumstances. He argued, if the price of 
meat “ . . . has had anything like an uni- 
form rise, this enhancement may easily be 
proved not to be owing to the increase 
of taxes, but to uniform increase of con- 
sumption and money,” or, as he went on 
to another alternative, since the use of 
flesh was greater in England than else- 
where, the demand for meat, “ . . . is sus- 
tained and growing even with the in- 
crease of our taxes.”” 

For Burke, the meeting of supply and 
demand, or “the balance between con- 
sumption and production makes price. 
Market is the meeting and conference of 
the consumer and producer, when they 
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mutually discover each other’s wants.” 
Once at the market, 

. . . it is not the necessity of the vendor, 
but the necessity of the purchaser, 
that raises the price. The extreme want 
of the seller has rather . . . the direct 
contrary operation. If the goods at mar- 
ket are beyond the demand, they fall 
in their value; if below it, they rise.’2 

Burke experienced little difficulty in 
extending his knowledge of general pric- 
ing principles to other economic phenom- 
ena, for example, wages. With startling 
clarity, Burke observed the connection 
between price and wage determination. 
Arguing that labor is a commodity, an 
article of trade subject to all the laws and 
principles of trade, he concluded, “It is 
not true that the rate of wages has not 
increased with the nominal price of pro- 
visions. I allow, it has not fluctuated with 
that price,-nor ought it . . .” Instead, 
“The rate of wages . . . rises or falls ac- 
cording to the dernand.”I3 

Perhaps Burke’s greatest achievement 
as a political economist lay in the area 
of international trade, especially in the 
development of balance of payments ac- 
counting concepts. Alfred Cobban thought 
Burke to be one of the first prophets of 
free tradex4 while Pdgrave’s gives ample 
record of Burke’s refutation of the “fav- 
orable balance of trade” concept.15 

Burke’s explanation of the theoretical 
basis for international trade was an ex- 
tension of his general pricing principles16 
and appears to be compatible with Schum- 
peter’s belief that early classical trade 
doctrines implied the theorem of com- 
parative cost as they generalized on Adam 
Smith’s “absolute advantage” doctrine in 
the following form: “ . . . under free 
trade, commodities would be imported 
whenever they can be obtained most 
cheaply in this way.”17 

Burke thought little of a favorable bal- 
ance of trade as a prime policy objective: 
“The balance of trade, which you con- 
tended for so long, is a mischievous 
principle; the effect of which is to accu- 
mulate a debt, and the more it inclines in 
your favour, the greater the debt.”l* Yet 
it was ironic that Burke’s thoughts on the 
technical aspects of the balance of pay- 
ments components were put forth at  a 
time when he defended, not the desira- 
bility of a favorable balance of trade, but 
the idea that what was apparently an ad- 
verse balance of trade was, in reality, a 
favorable balance of trade.lQ 

The immediate occasion for Burke’s re- 
finement of balance of payments concepts 
was his attack upon a pamphlet, The 
Present State of The Nation, written by 
William Knox, secretary to George Gren- 
ville.2O Here, Burke showed that in certain 
cases, particularly where trade with one’s 
possessions was concerned, it was better 
to use the import rather than export 
items as an indication of the advantage of 
that trade, since extensive English capital 
holdings in these possessions required ex- 
porting to the mother country in order 
to pay off the capital obligations. Burke 
also suggested that profits from English 
enterprises in the colonies be included as 
an export item in the balance of trade ac- 
counts. “When the final profit upon a 
whole system of trade rests and centres 
in a certain place, a balance struck in that 
place merely on the mutual sale of com- 
modities is quite fallacious.”*l 

Burke also criticized the English meth- 
od of balance of trade accounting circa 
1769 for omitting what has come to be 
known as the “invisible items” of trade. 
He believed that proceeds from both the 
West Indian slave trade and English ship- 
ping should be included as export items. 
The same ought to be true, Burke argued, 
concerning remittances for money spent 
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in England by residents of English pos- 
sessions as well as for goods imported 
from English possessions for resale in 
other countries.22 

Burke’s Econ0m.k Philosophy 

THE MOST STRIKING economic theme in 
the writings of Edmund Burke was his 
great faith in the competitive market proc- 
ess unfettered by the consequences of 
an intervening government. “Nobody,” 
Burke once commented, “has observed 
with any reflection what market is, with- 
out being astonished at the truth, the 
correctness, . . . with which the balance 
of wants is 

Complementary to the competitive mar- 
ket process was the notion of a prudent 
state, although Burke never equated this 
with an inert government. While he ad- 
mitted it was difficult to draw the line be- 
tween government action and inaction, 
Burke would have limited the state to a 
general concern for those matters relating 
to the state itself or the creatures of the 
state; namely, “ . . . the exterior establish- 
ment of its religion; its magistracy; its 
revenue, its military force . . . to every- 
thing that is t r d y  and properly public. . . .” 
The special economic role of govern- 
ment was to safeguard the rights of 
property, to “ . . . protect and encourage 
i n d u s t r y, secure property, repress vio- 
lence, and discountenance fraud. , . .“24 

By contrast, the negative economic 
functions of government were, for Burke, 
more inclusive. Generally, any govern- 
ment action which tended to frustrate the 
accumulation, use, distribution and trans- 
mission of the many species of property 
and property rights, or any activity which 
attempted to correct imperfections in this 
process was viewed as an improper gov- 
ernment function. Even in time of great 
economic scarcity, “. . . indiscreet tamper- 

Modem Age 

ing with the trade of provisions . . .” is 
presumptuous; “To provide for us in our 
necessities is not in the power of govern- 
ment. . . .’725 

Such indiscretions by government in 
the economic order seemed to Burke both 
irreverent and doomed to failure. 

We, the people, ought to be made sensi- 
ble that it is not in breaking the laws 
of commerce which are the laws of 
nature, and consequently the laws of 
God, that we are to place our hope of 
softening the Divine displeasure to 
remove any calamity under which we 
suffer or which hangs over ~ 1 8 . 2 ~  

Burke’s belief in the futility of govern- 
ment intervention in the competitive mar- 
ket process was demonstrated on one oc- 
casion by his opposition to government 
legislation to control the grain market., 
legislation that was intended to insure a 
steady price of grain to the consumer. 

If government makes all its purchases 
at once, it will instantly raise the mar- 
ket upon itself. If it makes them by 
degrees, it must follow the course of 
the market. If it  follows the course of 
the market, it will produce no effect, 
and the consumer may as well buy as 
he wants. . . P‘ 
At this point, a major contradiction 

appears in the economic philosophy of 
Edmund Burke. Although in principle 
Burke opposed state intervention into the 
economic order, in fact he advocated it. 
While in Parliament, he put forth plans 
calling for the abolition of the slave trade, 
a comprehensive economic and financial 
reform of Parliament and the operations 
of government and the Crown, the estab- 
lishment of monopolies under certain con- 
ditions and the payment of bounties to 
certain industries. Significantly, almost 
five volumes of the collected works of 
Burke are devoted to what is, in effect, 
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a rationale for legislative reform in the 
economic affairs of the East India Com- 
pany. 

The contradiction in Burke’s economic 
philosophy is heightened when we con- 
trast his attitude towards government in- 
tervention in the slave trade as opposed 
to the grain market. In the former, he 
called for the gradual abolishment of the 
trade by altering its institutional base so 
that in time the forces of supply would 
subside; in the latter, however, he de- 
plored any alteration, even gradual, of the 
institutional processes within the grain 
market in order to mitigate the influence 
of supply and demand and to stabilize 
price. Tampering with the economic laws 
embodied in the operation of the grain 
market was futile; intervening in the oper- 
ation of economic laws in the slave trade 
was not.28 

Burke’s ideas on the nature of law do 
not help in resolving the contradiction in 
his economic thought. Opposed to the 
stable, eternal nature of economic law, 
Burke thought, laws of regulation were 
not fundamental laws. It is the public 
necessity in the hands of the legislator 
who is the master of such law. Regulatory 
law must possess both equity and utility; 
the former “ . . . grows out of the great 
rule of equality which is grounded upon 
our common nature . . . the mother of 
justice”; the latter, although logically 
derived from our rational nature, must 
be understood as a general utility which 
requires that regulatory law “ . . . be 
made as much as possible for the benefit 
of the whole.” If the laws of economics 
are the laws of God, the laws of nature- 
a nature in which man participates- 
and, if laws of regulation are variable by 
time and circumstance yet subordinate to 
that “original justice” flowing from the 
nature of man, then, how may governmcnt 

intervention into the economic order be 
justified ??’ 

At first, a solution to this apparent in- 
consistency in Burke’s thought is sug- 
gested by a manipulation of thc rclation 
between economic and regulatory law. 
If, for example, someone’s right to prop- 
erty in  its many species (as Burke defined 
it) is violated, then there appears to exist 
a breach of “original justice" since the 
right to property flows from the same 
nature as original justice. Now, regula- 
tory laws are subordinate to the nature of 
man. Therefore, regulatory laws may be 
used to correct the violation of the prop- 
erty right. 

However, if this were Burke’s rationale 
for government intervention, it was in- 
consistent with his views on other oc- 
casions. For example, when Burke con- 
sidered the possibility of the wage rate 
falling below a worker’s minimum sub- 
sistence he argued that government had 
neither the right nor the ability to do 
anything: “Whenever it happens that a 
man can claim nothing according to the 
rules of commerce and principles of jus- 
tice, he passes out of that department, and 
comes within the jurisdiction of mercy.” 
Yet, Burke believed that all men have a 
property right “. . . to the fruits of their 
industry.” In a wage below subsistence 
level, Burke saw a violation of property 
rights, yet he still counselled non-interven- 
tion. In. this situation, the laws of economics 
took precedence over the laws of property 
despite, in Burke’s eyes, their common 
origin in nature.30 

On another occasion, Burke, although 
he showed great compassion for those 
“wretches” doomed by the economy to 
“degrading . . . unwholesome and pestif- 
erous occ~pations’~ gave his obeisance to 
the laws of economy which would be 
generally “pernicious to disturb.” Again, 
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injustice was tolerated even though Burke 
believed that justice is the great standing 
policy of civil society; and any serious 
departure from it, under any circum- 
stance, lies under the suspicion of being 
no policy at aL31 

What, then, leads to this contradiction 
in Burke’s thought? What compels him to 
preach non-intervention and to practice 
intervention; to preach the futility of 
tampering with economic laws yet advo- 
cate specific regulations to insure the 
cessation of certain economic principles? 
And, once the contradiction is explained, 
does it offer some criteria for rationaliz- 
ing, in Burke’s thought, the intervention 
of government into the economic order? 

If state intervention were to take place, 
Burke would agree that it would occur 
because of some conflict between indivi- 
dual interests (or ideas about those in- 
terests) or, a conflict between the indivi- 
dual and general interest. For the English 
Utilitarians, this conflict was resolved in 
several ways. If sympathy is the predom- 
inating feeling within man, the identifi- 
cation of the personal and general interest 
spontaneously occurs since the feeling 
of sympathy interests us directly in 
the happiness of our neighbor. This is 
called the principle of the fusion of in- 
terests. If, on the other hand, egoism is 
the most prominent feeling within man, 
several possibilities of reconciling con- 
flicting interests occur. First, the prin- 
ciple of the natural identity of interests 
which holds that conflicting interests are 
harmonized automatically despite the ego- 
isms of human nature. Second, the prin- 
ciple of the artificial identification of in- 
terests, which says that egoism is incom- 
patible with harmony; therefore, the leg- 
islator must bring about an artificial 
identification of interests. 

Burke thought egoism and its economic 
corollary, maximum economic gain, to be 

a natural and reasonable principle, “ . . . 
the grand cause of prosperity . . . the 
main-spring of the commercial machine,” 
yet he believed the principle of sympathy 
was also natural to man; through it 
“we enter into the concern of others; that 
we are moved as they are moved, and are 
never suffered to be indifferent spectators 
of almost anything which men can do 
or suffer.” Burke’s greater commitment, 
however, is to the principle of sympathy. 
In his only formulation of a specific har- 
mony of interests doctrine, Burke held, 
. . . the benign and wide Disposer of all 

things, who obliges men, whether they 
will or not, in pursuing their own selfish 
interests, to connect the general good with 
their own individual success.”32 

Alfred Cobban interprets this passage 
as an expression of the natural identity 
of interests doctrine.33 However, Burke’s 
statement reveals neither the automatic 
harmonizing of conflicting interests, the 
natural identity of interests doctrine, nor 
the intervention of a harmonizing agent, 
the artificial identification of interests 
doctrine. Burke’s harmony of interests 
doctrine is an imperative rather than in- 
dicative statement of the fusion of in- 
terests principle: not only is man inclined 
to be more Sympathetic than egoistic, man 
also is obligated to be sympathetic, to 
connect his own good with the good of 
others. 

Although Burke’s belief in the sympa- 
thetic fusion of interests appears irrecon- 
cilable with the importance of egoism in 
his economic thought, still, since the fus- 
ion of interest principle deemphasizes 
rather than denies egoism, Burke might 
have subordinated the narrow, though 
important, role of egoism to the role of 
sympathy. Burke suggested this when he 
connected the farmer’s “too avaracious” 
quest for profit-profit itself being a good 
thing-to the farmer’s sympathetic interest 

C <  
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in the condition of the ~ 0 r k e r . s ~  Despite the 
presumption here of an enlightened prop- 
ertied class automatically fulfilling its ob- 
ligations, the subordinate position of ego- 
ism to sympathy is strongly implied by 
Burke. The farmer, acting out the ego- 
tistical role of economic man calculating 
maximum advantage, acquires wealth, but, 
in the process, his higher propensity to 
sympathy is displayed since the act of ac- 
quiring wealth means he is aware of his 
obligations to those who labor for him. 

To suggest, however, that Burke called 
for government intervention in the econ- 
omy when “obligations” went unfulfilled 
would be to go too far. Burke believed the 
presence of certain conditions in society 
would allow egoism to work within a 
framework of altruistic or sympathetic 
considerations. Primary as a regulator of 
egoism was a functioning religious estab- 
lishment within the state. The necessity of 
this can be seen in Burke’s attack on the 
French revolutionary government’s efforts 
to abolish the religious establishment and 
replace it with a form of state education. 
This education, Burke argued, was founded 
only on the material wants and desires of 
men and could not progressively carry to 
an enlightened self-interest, “. . . which 
when well understood, they tell us, will 
identify with an interest more enlarged and 
public.”s6 

Another condition necessary for the 
prudent exercise of egoism was the pre- 
sence of a certain type of economic mar- 
ket structure and its relation to the free- 
dom of contract. Burke thought the in- 
terests of farmer and laborer to be the 
same with no possibility of their free 
contract being onerous to either party. 
This harmonious identification of inter- 
ests was especially true if the contract was 
in the nature of a compromise; a con- 
dition Burke believed to be true always. 
Compromise, he felt, was “. . . founded 

on circumstances that suppose it is in the 
interest of the parties to be reconciled in 
some medium.”ss This medium, for him, 
was price in a competitive market, the ob- 
jective norm of an economy. Thus, knowl- 
edge that price in the competitive market 
was an equitable one permitted the opera- 
tion of egoism, an egoism enlightened by 
the reconciliation of interests through the 
compromise process of the free contract. 
Consequently, the sympathetic fusion of in- 
terests was assured. 

Conversely, monopoly destroyed the op- 
eration of the fusion of interests principle 
by permitting egoism to override sympa- 
thy. Burke believed that as monopoly per- 
verted the “general equity” of the com- 
petitive market by raising price beyond 
its just level, so it forbade the just price 
as a datum for compromise through the 
free contract. So pervasive was the un- 
bridled egoism of monopoly, Burke thought, 
that even the employees of a monopolistic 
enterprise would be moved by “. . . the 
same spirit for their own private purpose.”s7 

Therefore, not only was Burke’s ration- 
ale for state intervention in the economy 
based upon the imperative form of the 
fusion of interests principle; also, it pre- 
supposed the breakdown or absence of 
certain conditions within the economy- 
conditions which would allow economic 
egoism to operate within a framework 
of sympathetic considerations. When, for 
example, the institutions of competition 
and the free market, free contract or reli- 
gion were modified or removed, Burke’s 
conception of the sympathetic fusion of 
interests could not operate. Then, gov- 
ernment intervention was imperative. If 
the opposite were true, government inter- 
vention was as futile as it was unnecessary. 

Consequently, any attempt by the state 
to raise the wages of farm laborers or to 
stabilize the price of grain was unnec- 
essary. Things were as they should be, 
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especially in the case of the fanner and 
laborer whose “interests are always the 
same.” 

Burke’s objections to monopoly, and in 
particular to the monopolistic abuses of 
the East India Company, now appear 
more understandable. However, Burke 
was not against the establishment of monop- 
olies by the government, but the restric- 
tions upon and obligations of these mo- 
nopolies were dutifully speIled out by 
him.3s Burke thought the government- 
granted monopoly to be involved in a 
trust or a fiduciary relationship. He be- 
lieved that conditions prevail which en- 
able the monopoly to be aware of, or sym- 
pathetic with, the obligatory relation be- 
tween its own special economic interest 
and the more general interest. Once the 
fiduciary relation was violated, as Burke 
thought to be true of the East India Com- 
pany, the absence of the principle of sym- 
pathy to restrain or enlighten the prin- 
ciple of egoism is presumed. 

Burke’s faith in the power of govern- 
ment legislation to restore the sympa- 
thetic fusion of interests was clearly evi- 
dent in his plan of economic reform for 
civil government. By reversing the plan 
of payment for government services, 
“putting each class forward according to 
the importance or justice of the demand, 
and to the inability of the persons en- 
titled to enforce their pretensions,” Burke 
hoped to restore the proper relation of 
egoism to sympathy and bring about the 
connection of the individual with the 
more general interest: 

When the new plan is established, 
those who are now suitors for jobs will 
become the most strenuous opposers of 
them. They will have a common inter- 
est with the minister in public econo- 
my. Every class, as it stands now, will 
become security for the payment of the 
preceding class; and thus the persons 

whose insignificant services defraud 
those that are useful would then be- 
come interested in their payment. Then 
the powerful, instead of oppressing, 
would be obliged to support the weak; 
and idleness would become concerned 
in the reward of industry. The whole 
fabric of the civil economy would be- 
come compact and connected in all its 
parts; it would be formed into a well- 
organized body, where every member 
contributes to the support of the whole, 
and where even the lazy stomach ~ e -  

cures the vigor of the active arm.9O 
Burke’s liberal approach to economic 

policy was not solely the consequence of 
his willingness to intervene in economic 
affairs when the general harmony of in- 
terests was threatened; it was also the out- 
come of his belief in a specific form and 
extent which g o v e r n m e n t legislation 
should take. Any formal act of govern- 
ment intervention, Burke thought, must 
distinguish between reform and innov- 
ation. The latter 

. . . alters the substance of the objects 
themselves, and gets rid of all their 
essential good as well as of all the ac- 
cidental evil annexed to them. Change 
is novelty; and whether it is to operate 
any one of the effects of reformation 
at  all, or whether it may not contradict 
the very principle upon which reforma- 
tion is desired, cannot be certainly 
known beforehand. Reform is not a 
change in the substance or in the 
primary modification of the object, 
but a direct application of a remedy 
to the grievance complained of. So far 
as that is removed, all is sure. I t  stops 
there; and if it fails, the substance 
which underwent the operation, at  the 
very worst, is but where it was.*O 

For Burke, reform was always related to 
the preservation and improvement of an 
institutional structure conducive to the 
operation of the sympathetic fusion of 
interests. 
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