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1. Introduction 
 
 
A substantial part of Thomas Tooke’s (1774-1858) historical analysis of prices in 

England over the period 1792 to 1756 contained in volumes I-VI of his History of 

Prices (1838-1857) is devoted to agricultural commodities, principally corn, upon 

which the population’s food supply overwhelmingly depended. In this analysis Tooke 

systematically accounted for the influence of the English Corn Laws, operating from 

1815 to 1848, on conditions in the corn market and on the price of corn. Hence, as has 

been well recognised by economic historians, Tooke (1838-1857) provides a valuable 

insight into how the Corn Laws practically worked and the nature of their historical 

influence on Britain’s corn market. Aside from its role in explaining corn prices, 

Tooke was concerned with the Corn Laws from the standpoint of public policy and 

engaged in the long-running debates surrounding them. Indeed, as is well known, 

between 1815 until their repeal in 1846 the Corn Laws were a highly controversial 

topic of economic policy debate in Britain. Like most classical economists of Tooke’s 

day, he opposed the Corn Laws on the basis of free trade principles. An enthusiastic 

advocate of free trade, Tooke was the author of the famous ‘Merchants Petition’ 

articulating the benefits to the British economy of free trade, which was presented on 

behalf of London merchants to parliament in 1820. In Tooke’s activities to advance 

free trade this petition was in fact instrumental in the foundation of the Political 

Economy Club in 1821. Moreover, Tooke articulated his position on free trade in 
                                                 
1 I would like to acknowledge a debt to Tony Aspromourgos for some very useful comments on this 
paper without thereby implicating him in the final product. Indeed, any errors and omissions rest 
entirely with myself.    
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evidence to a number of parliamentary committees in the early 1820’s, most notably 

to the House of Common’s Select Committee on Agricultural Distress in 1821, in 

which his views related specifically to the Corn Laws. But besides free trade 

principles, Tooke objected to the Corn Laws on other substantial grounds. He argued 

that they did not provide effective protection to British agriculture, nor encourage its 

long-term development, as intended. Indeed, Tooke contended that at times of 

agricultural abundance and low corn prices, the Corn Laws acted against the interests 

of the ‘landed interest’. However, Tooke’s main objection to the Corn Laws was that 

at times of agricultural scarcity they heightened food prices and, thereby, imposed 

greater hardship on the working class. This objection becomes more important in 

Tooke’s opposition to the Corn Laws as Britain’s dependence on foreign supplies of 

corn become more evident.           

 

The main purpose of this paper is to examine in detail Tooke’s position on the 

Corn Laws. To provide the necessary background for such an examination, Section 2 

provides an historical review of the major issues behind the formation of the Corn 

Law in 1815, the subsequent laws instituted in 1821, 1828 and 1842 and their repeal 

in 1846. Section 3 examines Tooke’s objections to the Corn Laws on the grounds of 

free trade principles. It shows that while Tooke contended that generally the Corn 

Laws, like any trade restrictions, caused a misallocation of capital and labour that 

inhibited the development of the British economy, he conceded that consistent with 

principles to minimise the discriminating effect of tax incidence, agriculture 

warranted some protection in the form of a countervailing duty on corn   until the late-

1830s. In Section 4 Tooke’s critique of the Corn Laws on the ground that they did not 

effectively protect the agricultural sector is critically examined. We show that while 

this critique entails a number of complex issues, the main point of Tooke’s argument 

is that the Corn Laws contributed to greater not less instability in the price of corn as 

fundamentally caused by variations in climatic conditions and in harvest yields. 

Section 5 deals with Tooke’s fundamental objection to the Corn Laws on the ground 

of contributing to the hardship of the working population, especially in the industrial 

cities. In particular, the section examines the effect of the Corn Laws on distribution 

consistent with Tooke’s approach to explaining normal distribution and prices, 

showing that though it is significantly different to that proposed by Ricardo it is 

consistent with his own position that the adverse effects of the protective laws mainly 
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fell on the ‘labouring classes’ of society. Finally, in the conclusion Tooke’s arguments 

regarding the Corn Laws are summarised and critically appraised. 

                                

2. The English Corn Laws, 1815-1846 

 

From 1815 and until their repeal in 1846, the Corn Laws were a major controversy in 

English policy debate. The controversy began with the Corn Law of 1815. As Tooke 

himself concluded, the previous Corn Laws of 1773 and 1804 “were inoperative, or 

nearly so, between 1792 and 1815” (1838, I, p. 85) largely because during a period in 

which the price of corn was usually at a high range at which relatively low import 

duties were imposed, high price inflation in general made the latter charge nearly 

irrelevant (cf. Hilton 1977, p. 3).2 This was not the case with the more protectionist 

Corn Law of 1815 which coincided with a peacetime dissipation in general price 

inflation. Unlike previous regulations, this new Corn Law dispensed with any export 

bounty and import duties. Instead, it constituted a ‘contingent prohibition’ at which 

imported corn was prohibited below an ‘average’ (quarterly) price of 80s. per imperial 

quarter and free above it. It also allowed, according to the ‘warehousing system’, the 

accumulation of imported stocks held in bond to be only released when this ‘average’ 

price was exceeded. The main reason why the Liverpool Government implemented 

the 1815 Corn Law was to assist the ‘landed interest’ in the transition from war to 

peace and, connectedly, to support the fiscal position of the government during the 

accompanying economic transition. During the French Wars a series of unproductive 

harvests in the British Isles together with the commercial blockade on imported grain 

resulted in high average corn prices which ensured that farmers and their landlords 

both earned large incomes. The high prices also encouraged an expansion in domestic 

agriculture facilitated by a rise in enclosures as well as greater capital investment in 

the improvement of farming land, especially in Ireland and less fertile areas of 

England (see Barnes 1930, pp. 68-113). But the removal of this natural protection 

afforded by the French Wars was expected to lead to decidedly lower corn prices and 

a considerable reduction in agricultural income at a time when it carried a heavy 

taxation burden. The immediate problem for the Liverpool Government in 1815 was 

                                                 
2 It should be noted that in 1806 Anglo-Irish corn trade was made free. Indeed, led by Henry Parnell, it 
was the Irish agriculturalists, concerned about their wheat export trade, who first agitated for 
protection. See Barnes 1930, pp. 117-125; Hilton, 1977, pp. 3-10.  
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that given the enormous size of its war-induced public debt it could not feasibly offer 

tax relief at time when the taxable income of the manufacturing sector was anticipated 

to decline during a period of post-war economic adjustment. 3  In this regard the 

government saw corn protection as assisting Britain’s post-war adjustment process by 

moderating the inevitable decline in demand and its retreat from inflation to 

deflation. 4  Furthermore, to prevent a decline in domestic corn production the 

Liverpool Government wished to preserve the significant wartime capital investment 

in agriculture by protecting farmers until they could adjust leases and their cost 

structures (Hilton, 1977, pp. 16-18). Hence, the Liverpool Government saw the 1815 

Corn Law as being a transitory measure to protect the ‘landed interest’ until the 

British economy had adjusted to a peacetime normality.           

 

But rather than being only a transitory measure, protection to agriculturalists 

continued with the 1815 Corn Law succeeded by modified protective regimes in 1822, 

1828 and 1842. While this institutional protection of British agriculture clearly 

reflected the political power of the ‘landed interest’, more importantly it also 

embodied a longstanding official policy of encouraging home production consistent 

with securing a reliable supply of corn at ‘steady’ and ‘moderate’ prices (Hilton 1977, 

pp. 15-26). No doubt fear that scarcity and famine could spark the kind of social 

disorder which led to the French revolution was an underlying factor in official 

thinking. The problem was that with a rapidly growing population Britain had become 

a small net importer of corn by the early nineteenth century. With the Corn Law of 

1815 the Liverpool Government adopted a policy of self-sufficiency in corn to 

minimize dependence on any foreign supplies considered unreliable in meeting urgent 

domestic shortages. 5  The argument that foreign supplies would be unreliable in 

meeting shortages stemmed largely from an appreciation that Northern Europe, 

                                                 
3 Politically, with no protection the landed interest would have clamoured for tax relief which the 
Liverpool Government could not then afford. See Hilton 1977, pp. 10-15. 
4 Hence, the Corn Laws were intricately connected with the problem of post-war economic deflation 
and depression of industry. This is why, for example, the famous ‘Malthus–Ricardo’ debates over value 
and distribution (i.e. the rate of profit) were connected to ‘Say’s Law’ and the role of demand in 
determining economic activity. As is well known, Malthus (1820, pp. 351-75, 463-522 ) supported the 
Corn Laws and the additional rental income it afforded the landlord class because he believed that their 
consumption of luxuries was necessary to maintain a higher effectual demand to prevent Britain 
sinking into a post-war depression.     
5 See Huskisson to House of Commons, 16 May 1814, 1 Parliamentary Debate, Vol. xvii, pp. 920-21; 
and Prime Minister Liverpool to House of Lords, 15 March 1815, 1 Parliamentary Debate, Vol. xxx, 
pp. 175-185.  
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Britain’s traditional region of supply, was subject to similar climatic conditions as the 

British Isles. Thus, in the event of poor climatic conditions and unproductive harvests 

there was always the possibility that foreign governments would withhold supplies 

from the international market in order to meet their own domestic food shortages. 

From the standpoint of British policymakers the Corn Laws were essentially an 

insurance policy against food shortages until European corn supplies could be 

confidently relied upon.6  However, the contradiction of the protective policy lay in 

the certainty that it would act to discourage the long-term development of a reliable 

and cheaper foreign supply of corn to the English market.7 Indeed, this contradiction 

came to weigh more heavily on official thinking as it became evident in the early 

1820s that Britain could never be self-sufficient in corn and would over time have to 

increasingly rely on foreign supplies. 

 

After a series of productive harvests and, with domestic prices low, the Liverpool 

Government came under considerable pressure in 1820 and 1821 to relieve 

agricultural distress by the implementation of a more protective Corn Law. In 

response to agitation of the ‘landed interest’ the government established an 

Agricultural Committee whose report in 1821 marked a significant shift toward a freer 

trade in corn. Against the demands of the protectionists the report recommended a 

permanent free trade in corn with a moderate fixed duty which could be suspended in 

the event of severe shortages (cf. Hilton 1977, pp. 109-117). Importantly, the report 

reflected a sea change in government thinking on the best long-term strategy of 

securing Britain’s food supply at steady and moderate prices. It consisted of the 

abandonment of the view that a policy of self-sufficiency in corn would ever be 

achievable to one in which a reduction in protection was necessary to encourage a 

more secure foreign supply that would better meet domestic needs (ibid. p. 115). An 

important factor in this change of thinking was a realization that the wartime 

expansion of British agriculture onto ‘marginal’ lands, which had been consolidated 

by the 1815 Corn Law, was in fact placing too much dependence on an unreliable 

domestic source of supply. In this connection the Liverpool Government believed that 

                                                 
6 As the historian Hilton has put it, ‘[I]t was precisely because Europe could not feed England that 
English cultivation had to be protected and expanded’ (1977, p. 22). 
7 Quite absurdly, the Select Committees of 1814 categorically denied that Corn Laws discouraged 
European cultivation and, hence, the availability of future foreign supplies of corn (Hilton, 1977, p. 
22).   
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the 1815 Corn Law had served its purpose in the adjustment of British agriculture to a 

peacetime economy. To mollify the ‘landed interest’ the Liverpool Government was 

grudgingly forced to make some concessions in the new Corn Law legislated in 1822. 

Instead of a modest fixed duty, the protective regime consisted of a limited sliding 

scale of duties for imported wheat above the ‘average’ price of 70s while below this 

pivotal price, imported wheat was prohibited from release onto the domestic market. 

Despite the concessions, the 1822 Corn Law instituted a freer market for imported 

corn (ibid, pp. 149-57).    

 

In the mid-1820s the agricultural protectionists were in retreat with their position 

weakened by the Liverpool Government’s removal in 1824 and 1825 of a raft of 

import duties as part of a free trade policy.8 The general reduction in protection to 

British industry made it more difficult for the ‘landed interest’ to argue for a more 

protective Corn Law without being accused of requesting special assistance. But the 

1822 Corn Law in fact never came into operation with the government suspending it 

on three occasions in 1825, 1826 and 1827 to release foreign stocks in bond and to 

admit imported corn at a specified duty in order to stave off anticipated shortages (see 

Barnes 1930, pp. 191-200; Hilton 1977, pp. 271-79). Dissatisfaction with it by 

farmers, landlords and government alike led to the institution of a permanent Corn 

Law by Wellington’s Government in 1828. Most significantly, the ‘permanent’ Corn 

Law of 1828 affirmed a free trade in corn by removing the prohibition on imported 

corn. It embodied a full sliding scale of duties for imported corn, with a maximum 

duty of 34s. 8d. applied below a price of 53s., sliding sharply down to 1s. as the price 

rose above 73s. The duties were imposed according to ‘average’ prices calculated 

weekly. Operative at a lower range of prices, the 1828 Corn Law actually provided 

more effective protection to agriculturalists when they most needed it.  

 

It was not until the late-1830s that controversy over the Corn Law was renewed. A 

series of productive harvests in the middle years of the 1830s that kept corn prices low 

quietened opposition to the Corn Laws while the reduction in tythes and other taxes 

associated with reform of the poor laws assuaged the ‘landed interest’, experiencing 

lower farm income, from agitating for increased protection (see. Barnes 1930, pp. 

                                                 
8 On these free trade measures, see Smart 1917, pp. 192-224, 264-88 and Hilton 1977, pp. 173-84. 
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219-235).  But with the occurrence of unproductive harvests in the years 1838 to 1842 

the distress caused by high food prices rekindled a strong opposition to the Corn Laws, 

especially in the industrial north of England where they had always been unpopular. 

With the formation of the Anti-Corn Law League in 1838 this opposition to the Corn 

Laws became better organized and more widely based politically than ever before, 

representing a coalition between industrial workers and manufacturers. 9  The 

perseverance of this opposition, representing a significant and growing constituency, 

played an important role in the eventual repeal of the English Corn Laws in 1846.10 

The preliminary step to this end was taken by Peel’s Government in 1842 when, as 

part of a major fiscal reform, which included a general reduction in import duties, the 

sliding scale of duties under the Corn Law was reduced in line with a reduction in the 

maximum duty to 20s. as the price fell below 51s. In addition to this general 

weakening of protection, the 1842 Corn Law extended the principle of colonial 

preference with a considerably lower scale of duties (from a maximum of 5s to a 

minimum of 1s) on corn imported from all British colonies. Then, a serious harvest 

failure and food crisis in 1845 once again placed pressure on the British government 

to provide relief from the Corn Law. On this occasion the harvest failure was spread 

widely across Europe and was characterized not only by a serious decline in the 

production of grain but by disease that caused a catastrophic destruction of the potato 

crop in Ireland as well as some regions of Europe. In the midst of a growing food 

crisis, especially in Ireland, the Peel Government finally repealed the Corn Laws in 

1846 as part of a trade reform package which abolished and reduced import duties on 

an array of articles.11 The unproductive harvests and high food prices of 1838-42 and 

1845-46 had finally shattered the illusion that with moderate protection Britain could 

sustain a rate of agricultural production so that it need only rely on European supplies 

to meet its intermittent shortages.12 It had become clear in 1845 that to better secure 

                                                 
9 This coalition was understandably marked by tensions, manifested mainly in open antagonisms 
between the Chartists and the League (see Pickering and Tyrrell 2000, pp. 139-64.)    
10 On the formation of the Anti-Corn Law League and its role in the repeal of the English Corn Laws, 
see Barnes 1930, pp. 239-82; Fay 1930, pp. 88-108; Pickering and Tyrell 2000, esp. pp. 165-190; and 
Clark 1951.  
11 On the events and political machinations which led to Peel’s repeal of the Corn Laws, see Barnes 
1930, pp. 272-82; Fay 1932, pp. 93-99; Clark 1951; Fairlie 1965, pp. 571-2; and Hilton 2006, pp. 502-
13, 543-58.   
12 The key political figure in the repeal of the Corn Laws was Sir Robert Peel, the Prime Minister, who 
had served in the Liverpool Tory Government when he was undoubtedly influenced by Huskisson and 
Canning on liberal economic reform (cf. Clark 1951, p. 2). Quoting from a letter (dated July 1847) sent 
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Britain’s long-term food needs free trade was necessary to encourage an expansion in 

foreign agricultural supply not only in Europe but in North America. Indeed, whereas 

after 1821 the Liverpool Government recognised that a policy of self-sufficiency was 

not viable and European sources of supply would need to be encouraged by 

progressively moving to a free trade in corn, in 1845 the Peel Government recognised 

that Britain could no longer rely on European supplies to overcome its shortages (cf. 

Hilton 1977, pp. 292-301). In essence, official policymakers came to appreciate in 

1845 that the longstanding objective of securing Britain’s food supply at steady and 

moderate prices was best achieved by free trade encouraging an expansion of foreign 

sources of agricultural supply, chiefly from North America, which did not share a 

similar climate to Northern Europe.  

 

3.  Tooke on Free Trade and the Corn Laws 

 

As was mentioned in the introduction to this paper, Tooke was a leading advocate of 

free trade. Like most classical economists, Tookes’ arguments for free trade were 

based on those first articulated in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776). In the 

preamble to the ‘Merchants Petition of 1820’ reproduced in History of Prices (1857, 

VI, pp. 331-5), Tooke wrote: 

 

                                                                                                                                            
to his electors, Peel explained in his Memoirs the central reasons for his sudden change of heart on the 
Corn Laws that caused him to act to repeal them: 
 

My confidence in the validity of the reasons on which I had myself heretofore relied for the 
maintenance of restrictions on the import of corn had been materially weakened. It had been 
weakened by the conflict of arguments on the principle of a restrictive policy; by many 
concurring proofs that wages of labour do not vary with the price of corn; by the contrast 
presented in two successive periods of dearth and abundance, in the health, morals, and 
tranquillity and general prosperity of the whole community; by serious doubts whether, in the 
present condition of this country, cheapness and plenty are not ensured for the future in a 
higher degree by the free intercourse in corn, than by restrictions on its importation for the 
purpose of giving protection to domestic agriculture (Peel 1857, II, p. 102; also quoted in 
Barnes 1930, p. 273) 

 
It is evident from this passage that Peel was chiefly motivated by the state of distress among the 
population which occurred with the food shortages of 1838-1841 and 1845-6.  But he also refers to the 
apparent absurdity of sharp swings between periods of ‘abundance’ and ‘dearth’ that would have 
heightened the focus of public attention on the Corn Laws and undermined public confidence in 
government policy. In addition, Peel refers to the long-term benefits of a free trade in better securing 
Britain’s food supply. With regard to the latter point, Peel carefully studied the state of agricultural 
development in Continental Europe in 1841 and came to the conclusion that it could not be relied upon 
to supply Britain’s future food requirements at moderate prices (see Clark 1951, pp. 2-3; Fairlie 1965, 
pp. 571-2).  
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In this country Dr. Adam Smith, whose great work, “The Wealth of Nations”, 

was published in 1776, is undoubtedly to be considered as the founder of the 

doctrine of Free Trade on systematic and scientific grounds, and as having 

placed the practical application of that doctrine to commercial legislation in 

the clearest point of view (ibid, pp. 331-2). 

 

Tooke employed two main arguments in support of free trade which are deeply rooted 

in the post-Smith classical tradition. Firstly, that free trade ensures the most 

productive allocation of capital and labour toward the greater development of 

Britain’s economy. Thus, in the Merchants Petition of 1820, Tooke wrote: 

 

That the prevailing prejudices in favour of the Protective or Restrictive System, 

may be traced to the erroneous supposition that every importation of foreign 

commodities occasions a diminution or discouragement of our own 

productions to the same extent: whereas it may be clearly shown, that although 

the particular description of production which could stand against unrestrained 

foreign competition would be discouraged, yet as no Importation could be 

continued for any length of time without Exportation, direct or indirect, there 

would be encouragement, for the purpose of that exportation, of some other 

production to which our situation might be better suited: thus affording at least 

an equal, and probably a greater, and certainly a more beneficial, employment 

to our own Capital and Labour (Tooke and Newmarch, 1857, VI, p. 333).     

 

In this regard free trade was conceived by classical economists to foster a technically 

efficient allocation of capital and labour that would enlarge economic surplus which, 

in the dynamic process of capital accumulation, would promote stronger growth. 

Secondly, Tooke argued that free trade would enlarge the market for British exports. 

This is consistent with Adam Smith’s (1776, I. iii) well known conception that the 

extension of a nation’s market will tend to promote technical advancement of its 

industry. These arguments were largely articulated by Tooke in connection with his 

opposition to the Corn Laws.         

 

Tooke’s opposition to the Corn Laws was first expressed publicly in evidence 

given to the Common’s Select Committee on Agricultural Distress in 1821. 
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Questioned on the ‘effect on the interests of the public at large’ of the 1815 Corn Law, 

Tooke answered: 

 

I conceive, that without being beneficial to the farmer or the landlord, it is 

highly injurious to all other branches of the community, by disturbing the 

proper application of capital and industry; by keeping a considerable part of 

our manufactures on hand which would be exported, if the foreign consumer 

had the means of paying for them in his corn. There appears to be at this 

moment, a quantity of corn on one side of an impenetrable barrier, and a 

quantity of manufactures on the other, which would naturally be interchanged, 

if it were not for the artificial hindrance occasioned by the present system 

(1821Eb, p. 230). 

 

This shows that from the beginning one of Tooke’s main arguments against the Corn 

Laws and, indeed, any trade restrictions, was that they distorted the allocation of 

capital, labour and land from otherwise producing commodities of superior quality 

and at the lowest technical possible prices consistent with the structure of demand. In 

particular, Tooke conceived that the resulting misallocation of capital would reduce 

the national wealth that would have been otherwise created. Thus, in the scenario of a 

‘repeal of the corn law, and unrestricted importation of corn’ which permanently 

lowered the price of corn, Tooke gave the following opinion:       

 

Would not the country be enriched by the amount of commodities, which the 

capital withdrawn from the land, would be made to produce? – (Tooke) The 

capital so saved would clearly be the means of creating so much additional 

wealth (1821E, p. 233). 

 

Tooke’s ‘free trade’ argument here relies, at least implicitly, on a kind of Say’s Law 

in which demand is not a constraint to the alternative employment of capital 

increasing the production of Britain’s manufacturing exports. In this connection, he 

evidently believed that the removal of Britain’s trade restrictions would tend to induce 

a higher foreign demand for its manufacturing products largely through the higher 

export income earned by foreign countries attaining greater access to Britain’s freer 

market. As is shown below, this was a major argument employed by Tooke in 
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advocating the removal of the Corn Laws (viz., pp. 13-14). He also evidently believed 

that domestic demand for manufacturing products would, in the long run, not be 

reduced by the decline in those industries in Britain – mainly agricultural-based 

industries – which are uncompetitive with the removal of trade protection. Thus, as is 

discussed immediately below, Tooke rejected the notion that removal of the Corn 

Laws would cause a reduction in the domestic demand for manufacturing products. 

Indeed, like most classical economists, Tooke conceived that freer trade would in the 

long run lead to a higher level of income and employment so that Britain’s demand 

for domestically produced as well as foreign products would be permanently higher.  

 

Clearly, then, Tooke believed that protection to agriculture had an adverse 

affect on Britain’s manufacturing industry. There were two aspects to this. In the first 

place, the Corn Laws caused capital and labour to be re-allocated from manufacturing 

(and other non-protected agricultural) ‘trades’ toward the relatively more profitable 

cultivation of corn. This re-allocation process is outlined by Tooke in response to a 

hypothetical example posed by the 1821 Agricultural Committee:    

 

In consequence of the first exception mentioned, of a freedom of trade in 

favour of the clothier, would he have a higher permanent rate of profit than 

any other capitalist? - (Tooke) He would not have a higher rate of permanent 

profits, supposing the trade left open to competition within the country; 

supposing the protection to extend only against foreign competition. 

 

If he [the clothier] got higher profits than were got in other trades, would not 

an increased quantity of capital be attracted to his trade, and his profits thereby 

reduced to the general level? - (Tooke) Yes. 

 

The Committee then understand you to say, that the clothier is a sufferer in 

common with all other consumers of cloth by a rise in its price, in 

consequence of the protection to his trade, without receiving any permanent 

compensation in increased profits? - (Tooke) His profits would be reduced to 

the common level, as soon as a full competition from capital withdrawn from 

other occupations could take place (1821Eb, p. 234).  
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In relation to agricultural protection provided by the Corn Laws, this re-allocation 

process would involve capital being withdrawn from manufacturing to be employed in 

the extension of cultivation to ‘inferior land’ (ibid., pp. 233-4). The resulting 

expansion in corn production would therefore come at the expense of otherwise 

potential expansion in the manufacturing industry denied capital and labour (and land). 

In this connection, Tooke (ibid., pp. 235-6, 293-4) rejected the proposition that by 

increasing their income, the Corn Laws enabled ‘the agricultural classes in England to 

consume larger quantities of manufactures’ and ‘thereby stimulate their production’.13 

He reasoned that the increase in income enjoyed by the ‘landed interest’ came at the 

expense of the income of ‘other classes’ who also formed an important part of the 

demand of the ‘home market’ for manufactures. Hence, Tooke was in general 

agreement with Ricardo that trade protection to agriculture would be disadvantageous 

to the manufacturing industry, of which Britain had a considerable competitive 

advantage in the international market. 

  

Secondly, Tooke agreed with Ricardo’s argument that by raising the price of the 

‘necessaries of life’ the Corn Law tended to increase the ‘nominal price of labour’ and, 

thereby, to raise the costs of production of manufacturers. This is expressed by Tooke 

in the following evidence to the 1821 Committee on Agricultural Distress:  

 

Is not the price of labour, in your opinion, in this country, raised by the higher 

price of commodities, besides corn, which are protected by duties, and are 

necessary to the labourer? – (Tooke) Our system of duties, partly from 

taxation and partly from our protective regulations, does make the money 

price of the necessaries of life higher, and consequently does so far effect the 

nominal price of labour (1821Eb, p. 288).  

 

... I cannot conceive how the manufacturers can be gainers by an increased 

price, given only in consequence of the high price of corn; the manufacturer 

would have to pay at least as much for himself and for his labourers in the 

                                                 
13 This proposition was essentially advanced by Malthus (1820) in debates over the Corn Laws (viz., n. 
4). 
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advanced price of corn, as the increased price that he obtained for his 

manufactures (ibid., p. 293). 14 

 

However, as is shown in Section 5 below, Tooke did not share Ricardo’s view that the 

money wage would fully adjust to an increase in the price of necessaries such as to 

sustain the ‘subsistence’ real wage. Instead, Tooke believed that in response to a 

permanent rise in the price of wage goods, the (gold) money wage would adjust with a 

long lag so that the living standard of workers declined though associated with some 

increase in the labour cost of production to manufacturers. While Tooke clearly 

believed that the Corn Laws acted to raise labour costs in general, unlike Ricardo, he 

did not believe this necessarily meant a significant diminution in the profit rate of 

Britain’s manufacturing industry. Moreover, it is evident that because of the technical 

superiority of Britain’s manufacturing industry relative to the rest of the world, Tooke 

(1821Eb, p. 290) did not believe its exports were much affected by the higher input 

costs resulting from the Corn Laws and other trade protection. According to Tooke, 

the Corn Laws, like other trade protection, inhibited Britain’s manufacturing exports 

by denying an income to foreign consumers that would otherwise facilitate their 

demand. In evidence given before the Select Committee on Extending the Foreign 

Trade of the Country (Relative to Timber) in 1820, Tooke (1820E, pp. 27-31) argued 

that duties on Russian imports, including corn, inhibited British trade with the 

country. He maintained that a reduction in this protection would, through an increase 

in Russian imports, finance an increased Russian demand for British manufactures: ‘I 

think any increase of demand for Russian produce would have a tendency to increase 

the exportation of British manufactures’ (ibid., p. 31). Upon this reasoning Tooke 

(1821Eb, pp. 290) argued that a free trade in corn would expand Britain’s 

manufacturing exports to those countries from which foreign corn was supplied. 
                                                 
14 In addition, he gave the following evidence: 
 

Supposing then, that from the superior advantages which we derive from our capital and 
machinery, and our better capacity of producing articles generally suited for the consumption 
of the world, that we are enabled to produce these manufactures at a rate so cheap, that the 
manufacturers of other countries cannot enter into a competition with us in the markets of the 
consumer; is it your opinion, or not that the high price of corn, and other food would be 
disadvantageous generally to the manufacturer? - (Tooke) It would, of course, be 
disadvantageous to him; inasmuch as it would operate as a diminution of his profit; he must 
either pay a higher price, or have a worse quality (1821Eb, p. 235). 

 
These questions were very probably asked by Ricardo himself, who was a member of the 1821 
Agricultural Committee, in order to elicit answers from Tooke against agricultural protection.    
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Indeed, he advocated a unilateral policy of trade liberalisation because it would extend 

Britain’s international trade with the benefit of an expansion in manufacturing 

exports:  

 

Would it be good policy in England, to establish a free trade, although all other 

countries should support the restrictive system? – (Tooke) Undoubtedly; if that 

were the only thing in contemplation (1821Eb, p. 290).           

  

Nevertheless, Tooke (1820E, p. 31; 1821Eb, p. 290; Tooke and Newmarch 1857, VI, 

pp. 334-5) believed that a policy of trade liberalisation by Britain would induce its 

trading partners to adopt a more liberal policy that would open up foreign markets for 

its manufacturing exports.        

 

Although Tooke was a strong supporter of free trade, his position was qualified by 

the imperative to impose taxes and duties on commodities for the purpose of raising 

public revenue and to service Britain’s large national debt. Tooke (1821Eb, p. 290) 

therefore advocated free trade ‘as far as consistent with preserving an existing 

revenue’ of the state. With regard to the Corn Laws, the ostensible policy objective 

was to protect the ‘landed interest’ and British agriculture and not to raise public 

revenue.15 However, based on principles set out by Adam Smith (1776, IV. ii. 31-7), 

Tooke (1821E, p. 238) accepted that the imposition of duties with the object of 

protecting domestic industries was appropriate to the extent of counteracting the 

discriminatory effect of taxes (and duties) imposed for the purpose of raising public 

revenue. Tooke’s position was that trade protection should only be applied to ensure 

that foreign commodities were subject to the ‘peculiar duties’ imposed on 

domestically produced commodities (1821Eb, p. 293). Therefore, the only kind of 

protection for agriculture which Tooke considered warranted was that which would 

compensate it for a higher taxation burden relative to that imposed on other branches 

of production: 

 

                                                 
15 Since Adam Smith (1776, V. ii. i-k) a well known principle of public finance was that taxes and 
duties should not be imposed on ‘necessaries’ entering into the wage for the purpose of raising public 
revenue.    
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To the extent of the amount of taxation which falls exclusively on the 

production of corn, a countervailing duty on importation would be justifiable 

(Tooke 1829b, p. 88).16 

 

Tooke believed that largely because of the poor rates on land, agriculture did carry a 

higher tax burden than manufacturing, thereby qualifying it for some trade protection 

until the late-1830s when he evidently believed that reform to the poor laws had 

eliminated this tax discrimination.17  To compensate for the estimated tax burden 

falling exclusively on agriculture, Tooke advocated in 1829 a (fixed) duty on corn of 

no more than 10s. per quarter.18 However, evidently believing that reform to the poor 

laws in 1834 had nearly eliminated all this tax discrimination, Tooke proposed in 

1840 an impractical duty of 1s per quarter ‘would amply answer the justice of the 

case’ (1840, III, p. 48). He also advocated the removal of any (contingent) prohibition 

on imported corn that characterised the Corn Laws of 1815 and 1822 but not those of 

1828 and 1842. Hence, while Tooke supported a fixed duty on corn until 1840, he 

advocated a trade in corn free of import prohibitions. From 1840 onwards it is evident 

Tooke (1840, III, pp. 49-53) supported the repeal of the Corn Laws altogether.   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 Also see Tooke (1821Eb, pp. 238, 291).  
17 This view was put in evidence to the 1821 Agricultural Committee:  
  

If the British farmer is subject to taxes to which other classes are not subject, ought he not to 
have a protection against the foreign importer to that amount? – (Tooke) I think that the 
British farmer may be entitled to a duty upon importation, to the amount precisely (if such a 
computation admits of being made) of such taxes as can be proved to fall directly and 
exclusively upon the land … (1821E, p. 231)     
 
You were understood to say on a former day, that all taxes affecting land immediately, ought 
to be taken into consideration in imposing a duty of any kind? - (Tooke) Yes. (ibid., p. 291) 
 
You admit that the poor’s rates is one of those taxes? - (Tooke) It does appear that the poor’s 
rates bear with greater weight upon landed than upon other property (ibid.).  

    
18 In a footnote to the quote in the text above, Tooke wrote: 
 

Into the question of the amount of taxation, which falls exclusively on the production of corn, I 
will not now enter, further than to express, in general terms, my conviction that an accurate 
investigation of the items would bring the amount considerably under 10s. per quarter (1829b, 
p. 88 n.).     
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4.  Tooke’s Critique of the Effectiveness of the Corn Laws 

 

A major criticism by Tooke of the Corn Laws was that rather than achieving the 

policy objective of ‘steady prices’, they actually exacerbated the short-run fluctuation 

in corn prices fundamentally caused by the ‘vicissitudes’ of the seasons. When a 

shortage in the domestic market emerged as a result of unproductive seasons Tooke 

argued that the Corn Laws tended to encourage speculative activity which induced a 

sharp rise in the price of corn until it reached a certain level, at which point a large 

quantity of imported corn would suddenly flood onto the home market, causing recoil 

in price. In particular, the 1815 Corn Law, with its high prohibition prices, had this 

effect. Tooke (1840, III, p. 37) supported this view by reference to the sharp 

fluctuation in corn prices which followed the very unproductive season of 1816. With 

rapidly declining stocks the price of corn rose sharply to well above the prohibition 

price of 80s. from Autumn (harvest time) 1816 to late 1817. However, because of the 

system of calculating the ‘quarterly average’ price to determine when the ‘ports would 

open’, the relief from exorbitant prices which would have been afforded by imported 

wheat was much delayed. When, in late-1817 and in 1818, a large importation of 

wheat arrived the ‘urgency of the want was over’ and, especially after the propitious 

season of 1818, there emerged a large ‘surplus’ which pressed down on prices in 

subsequent years (see Tooke 1829b, pp. 45-6; 1838, II, pp. 13-23). Along similar lines, 

Tooke (1829b, pp. 58-71; 1838, II, p. 139; 1840, III, p. 37) argued that had not the 

government rendered the 1822 Corn Law inoperative by ordering the release of 

bonded wheat onto the market below the prohibition price in 1825, 1826 and 1827, 

unpropitious seasons would have led to otherwise wider price fluctuations. According 

to Tooke, upside fluctuations in prices had the propensity to be more regular but less 

violent under the ‘sliding scale’ regime of the 1828 Corn Law (and the ‘mitigated 

one’ of 1842).19 Tooke contended that under this Corn Law, when a domestic shortfall 

emerged, the sharp descending scale of duties which corresponded with a more 

gradual rise in the price of corn, tended to encourage speculative activity in the market 

which advanced the price to the highest range at which the duty is at its minimum. 

                                                 
19 Criticising the ‘Report’ of the Common’s Agricultural Committee of 1833, Tooke noted that “[I]f the 
committee had simply stated that the corn law of 1828 had produced less fluctuation, and was less 
likely to produce it than the law of 1815, there would have been no ground for denying the assertion” 
(1840, III, p. 25 n.). 
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This is well illustrated in the following extract from a passage by Salomons (1839) 

quoted with approval by Tooke: 

 

... whenever circumstances indicate that a foreign supply will be required, and 

an advance in the market takes place, the speculators, without any other 

combination than that arising from self-interest, withhold making sales, 

notwithstanding the rise of price may afford them a fair profit on their corn. 

Their gain is calculated not only on the advance in the price of the corn, but 

also on the fall in the scale of the duty, and as the duty falls in greater a ratio 

than the price of the corn rises, the duty operates as a bounty to withhold sales 

until it reaches its highest protecting point, when the duty is also at the 

lowest ... for corn is seldom taken out of bond until the lowest rate of duty is 

attained. Then, again, should there be a large supply of corn taken out of bond 

and entered for home consumption, the average price is sure to fall, and the 

duty to rise, for the speculator, having made his profit by the reduction of duty, 

is less concerned about selling a few shillings per quarter higher or lower 

(1840, III, pp. 33-4). 

 

In this way a large quantity of imported grain flooded the domestic market at the 

‘highest protecting’ price, subsequently resulting in a sharp decline in the price of 

corn (Tooke 1840, III, pp. 27-8, 30-31, 37-8; 1848, IV, pp. 12-13).20 Tooke (1829b, 

pp. 77-8; 1838, II, pp. 200-201; 1840, III, p. 41) believed the ‘recoil’ in price was 

more violent the more ill-founded the opinion of traders in the market that a foreign 

supply was required. In addition, Tooke contended that this propensity of the Corn 

Laws to heighten prices when a foreign supply was required operated to create short-

term balance of payments problems, placing considerable pressure on Britain’s 

bullion reserve. This was because as already explained, whenever corn was imported, 

the Corn Laws were prone to cause it to come in ‘floods’ at the ‘highest protecting (or 

prohibition) price’. In this way the Corn Laws exerted an undesirable influence on 

monetary conditions: 

 

                                                 
20 These incentives to speculation were somewhat mitigated by Peel’s modifications in 1842 which 
made the graduation in the scale of duties to correspond more with the rate of upward movement in 
wheat prices from the ‘pivot’ price. 
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... independently of the inconvenience inevitably attendant upon the diversion 

of so large an amount of capital from its ordinary direction, is the evil of 

disturbance of the circulation by the great drain of bullion entailed by so 

sudden and extensive a transmission of funds abroad (Tooke 1840, III, p. 31).  

 

In turn, such deterioration in the external balance exerted an adverse influence on the 

foreign exchange rate which, if anything, tended to cause the Bank of England to 

tighten monetary policy and raise interest rates slowing economic activity.21 

 

Associated with their tendency to heighten prices, Tooke argued that the Corn 

Laws operated to ‘aggravate in a peculiar degree the evil of visitations’ (1840, III, p. 

39) of deficient seasons and domestic shortages. Their ‘tendency to cause an 

exhaustion of our home stock before any resort is made to foreign supply’ (ibid.) led 

to unnecessarily large shortages in the home market with considerable hardships for 

consumers. The delayed flood of imports which then followed, led to surpluses which 

often left dealers with excess stocks.22 Tooke (1829b, pp. 74-5) also contended that at 

times of great scarcity the urgency for foreign supplies often led to the importation of 

poor quality wheat which, thereby, degraded the quality of subsistence food (i.e. 

bread). Furthermore, Tooke argued that because of the urgency of obtaining imported 

grain quickly at these times, the Corn Laws confined the foreign sources “from which 

our supply is habitually drawn in ordinary seasons” (1840, III, p. 39) to regions of 

Continental Europe which usually shared similar climatic conditions with the British 

Isles. They therefore prevented an “extension of the radius of our habitual supply” to 

“parts of Asia bordering on the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, to Egypt, and above 

all, to the United States of America” (ibid.) where climatic conditions usually differed 

considerably from Europe at any one time. Hence, a key criticism of Tooke was that 

the Corn Laws tended to prevent the possibility of obtaining cheaper imported corn 

afforded by diverse sources of foreign supply. 

 

                                                 
21 In Tooke’s monetary analysis this is likely to be accompanied by an expansion in the circulation of 
country banknotes as the high corn prices, in general, increased the income of Britain’s agricultural 
sector.    
22 According to Tooke (1840, III, p. 31) the Corn Laws also had a detrimental effect on the shipping 
industry. They did this by inducing sudden demands for the bulk shipment of imported corn at discrete 
intervals, causing sharp variations in freights which tended to impair the industry from adjusting its 
carrying capacity (through shipbuilding) to demand.   
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Tooke also argued that when highly productive harvests caused excess supply to 

emerge in the domestic market, the Corn Laws failed to prevent prices falling to 

unprofitably low levels. Since low prices could not induce absorption by domestic 

consumption, he held that the only way Britain’s excess supply could be expelled in 

the short-term was by exportation. However, in absence of an export bounty this could 

occur only in exceptional circumstances because seasonal conditions and, thereby, the 

movement in corn prices in the British Isles normally coincided with those on the 

European Continent (cf. Tooke, 1821Eb, p. 232; 1840, III, p. 39). Hence, a domestic 

surplus and low corn prices usually corresponded with even lower European corn 

prices. Tooke’s point was that under a protective regime of ‘contingent prohibition’ 

and/or import duties, seasonal swings from unproductive to productive harvests would 

– through the belated arrival of foreign supplies – tend to induce an excess supply in 

the market which, without an export duty, cause a sharp recoil from a high to a low 

price of corn. Moreover, the price would remain depressed until the reoccurrence of 

unproductive harvests. For this reason, Tooke (1821Eb, pp. 230-31; 1840, III, pp. 44-

7) argued that whenever an import duty (or prohibition) is implemented it should be 

matched by an equal export bounty in order to ensure steadier prices.  

 

Underlying Tooke’s argument above that the Corn Laws tended to increase the 

short-run fluctuation of corn prices as well as lowering its ‘average’ price, was “the 

supposition that we grow, on the average of seasons, enough for our own 

consumption” (1821Eb, p. 287). He admitted that if domestic production of corn was 

“on average” not able to keep up with domestic demand, protection consisting of only 

an import duty “may keep prices steadier” with adjustments in the market tending to 

fall on the quantity imported (ibid., p. 288). It seems that Tooke did not believe 

Britain had become a persistent net importer of grain until the late-1830s. 23  He 

believed the Corn Laws in fact undermined the capacity of British agriculture to keep 

pace with a ‘rate of consumption’ consistent with the country’s increasing population. 

By aggravating the amplitude of fluctuation in corn prices, which is basically 

attributable to the vicissitudes of the seasons, Tooke (1840, III, pp. 35-8) contended 

that the Corn Laws inhibited the long-term expansion of domestic agricultural 

                                                 
23 However, the analysis by Tooke and Newmarch (1857, V, pp. 49-56, 180-85) of the importation of 
foreign corn over the period from 1821 to 1855, indicates that he believed Britain, on the ‘average’ of 
seasons, only became heavily dependent on imported grain from the mid-1840s onwards.  
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production. They therefore utterly failed to achieve “the objects proposed by the 

promoters and supporters”, to secure to the farmer “a constantly remunerating price” 

afforded by a “steady price” for grain (ibid., pp. 21-30). This perhaps explains why 

faced with a landed interest which had the political power to obtain protection, Tooke 

emphasized the need for an export bounty to at least ensure price stability.24 Of course, 

according to Tooke, whether Britain was a net importer or not, the first best solution 

was a free trade in corn. Thus, after the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, he claimed 

that corn prices had become “remarkable for [their] steadiness, or absence of 

Fluctuations” (Tooke and Newmarch 1857, V, p. 81).  

 

Overall, Tooke did not believe the Corn Laws provided effective protection to 

British agriculture, as intended. The main reason for this view was that Tooke 

(1821Eb, p. 230; 1840, III, pp. 20-30) did ‘not conceive, that upon the whole’, the 

Corn Laws secured a ‘higher average price’ for corn. The problem was that they did 

not provide protection to farmers when they most needed it, during those times when 

abundant seasons depressed domestic corn prices.25  Tooke’s view was based on the 

fundamental notion that in the short run the income of farmers in aggregate tended to 

vary with prices rather than output so that productive harvests and low corn prices 

would be accompanied by a reduction in agricultural income.26 Hence, Tooke (1838, 

II, pp. 85-6; 1840, III, pp. 21-2, 30-31, 37, 40-42) showed, in particular, that the Corn 

Laws were impotent in arresting the depression in English agriculture during the 
                                                 
24 This view is made clear in the following passages: 
 

The failure of the present, and still more signal failure of the former corn laws, has arisen from 
the circumstance, that while possessing the power under certain conditions of artificially 
raising the price to a given height, there has been no provision in them for the application of a 
sustaining power. In order to be effectual in maintaining, as well as in merely occasionally 
raising the price, it is absolutely essential that there should be a bounty on exportation (Tooke, 
1840, III, p. 45). 

 
... it has been suggested, that a bounty should be granted on exportation equal to the duty, 
which should never be remitted, on importation. And I am ready to allow, that if the policy or 
justice of granting any protection, as it is called, to the landed interest were admitted, this 
would be the only mode of making such protection effectual in keeping up a higher level of 
prices, and consequently higher rents (1829b, p. 88).  

25 In evidence to the 1821 Agricultural Committee Tooke gave the following opinion: 
  

In what way do you think the present corn law operates to the disadvantage of the farmer? –  
(Tooke) In rendering hopeless his state, in the event of two or three abundant seasons, 
inasmuch as he is precluded from the chance of any exportation, except at prices lower than 
those prevailing on the continent (1821Eb, p. 229).  

26 This follows from Tooke’s position on the ‘effects of quantity on price’ articulated in History (1838, 
I, pp. 10-20). Also see Tooke (1821Eb, p. 240; 1824, iii, pp. 283-300). 
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periods 1818 to 1822 and 1832 to 1836 when, as a result of a sequence of productive 

seasons, low prices persisted.27 He argued that without an export bounty to induce the 

exportation of corn when excess supply emerged in the home market, the Corn Laws 

failed to prevent agricultural distress in these situations (cf. Tooke 1821Eb, p. 229; 

1829b, p. 88; 1840, III, p. 45).  

        

Before proceeding to Tooke’s fundamental objections to the Corn Laws exposited 

in Section 5, his argument above needs to be critically examined in relation to the 

issue of the price of foreign corn, principally produced in northern Europe, in relation 

to that produced in the British Isles. The issue is critical because if, as the historian 

Fairlie (1965) has claimed, European corn was persistently cheaper than British corn 

until the late 1830s so as to make farming highly uncompetitive under free trade, 

Tooke’s argument that the Corn Laws failed to provide effective protection to 

domestic agriculture is undermined. In the first place, given the similarity of climate 

assumed by Tooke, import prohibition and/or duties under the Corn Laws would have 

supported a higher range of domestic prices, albeit low, at times of abundant seasons. 

Secondly, unless it was very high, an export bounty would rarely come into effect if 

corn prices in northern Europe usually remained well below those depressed British 

prices during periods of abundance. Contrary then to Tooke’s position, this would 

mean that the Corn Laws kept up higher ‘average’ corn prices in Britain by protecting 

its agriculture from the threat of ‘cheap’ corn produced in Europe. Tooke in fact 

confronted this issue as a witness before the Agricultural Committee of 1821. In his 

evidence Tooke stated that “I believe we have an exaggerated view of the cheapness 

of corn upon the continent, from casual and temporary circumstances” (1821Eb, p. 

232), and, repeating his opinion “that there is no such disproportion, or anything 

approaching to it, between our power of producing corn for our consumption, and the 

power of the Continent of supplying us, as is assumed in the question” (ibid., p. 

288).28 Tooke’s reasoning for this belief was two-fold. Firstly, he argued that much of 

the difference in price could be attributed to the transportation cost and, in Northern 

                                                 
27 Significantly, it was in these periods that the ‘landed interest’, dissatisfied with the Corn Laws, 
clamoured for an increase in effective protection. Hence, parliamentary committees inquired into and 
reported on agricultural distress in the years 1820, 1821, and 1822 and then again in 1833, 1836 and 
1837.        
28 The question to which Tooke here refers was as follows:  “In such case, if we could import grain 
from other countries, at less than two-thirds of the price of British corn, could British corn continue at 
its average value in the market?” (1821Eb, p. 288). 
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Europe, where corn was usually the cheapest on the Continent, to its inferior quality. 

To demonstrate this point Tooke prepared ‘accounts’ for the committee, giving a 

breakdown of the ‘cost on board’, freight, shipping insurance and storage costs of 

Russian wheat (per quarter) imported from the Baltic ports of St. Petersburg, 

Archangel and Riga for the years 1814 to 1820. These accounts showed that the 

peacetime cost of bringing this foreign wheat to the British market was 10s to 13s per 

quarter, representing between 15 to 25 per cent of its final market value.29 Importantly, 

given that that these transport and storage costs remain relatively constant, the barrier 

they presented to importation actually increased proportionately when English corn 

prices were lower with abundance. Tooke (ibid., pp. 226-7) indicated that after 

accounting for these transport and storage costs, and also having regard for the 

inferior quality of these various Russian wheats, their prices were not significantly 

cheaper than domestically produced corn.30 Indeed, in comparison to manufacturing 

commodities for export, Tooke stated that “the growers [of corn] here have the 

protection of the freight upon an infinitely more bulky commodity” more expensive to 

ship (ibid., p. 290). Secondly, Tooke (1821Eb, pp. 226-8, 237) contended that by its 

exclusion from the British market the Corn Laws tended to depress European corn 

prices. He argued that a free trade in corn would, through the effect of a British 

demand for foreign supplies, raise the price of European corn toward the English 

price: 

   

Supposing a free trade in corn was to be established, would the prices on the 

Continent in your opinion, rise generally, or those here fall? – (Tooke) I think 

that both effects would follow, that ours would be somewhat lower than the 

present range; and those on the Continent very decidedly higher (1821E, p. 

287). 

 

Hence, with regard to Northern Europe, Tooke contended that an increased foreign 

supply to meet domestic shortages would only come forth by raising prices to those in 

                                                 
29 Tooke (1821Eb, p. 226) also estimated that the ‘charges of conveying a quarter of wheat from 
Odessa to London’ was 22s. 6d. bringing the imported price to ‘upwards of 50s.’ The shipment would 
involve a voyage of three to four months which, according to Tooke’s argument, would make Black 
Sea grown wheat a very uncompetitive source of foreign supply under the operation of the Corn Laws.        
30 This is disputed by the historian Fairlie (1969, p. 92-3; see n. 45 below). We shall take up this 
important question in the conclusion of the paper (see pp. 33-4 below).    
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England somewhat lowered by a free trade.31 In this connection Tooke (ibid.. p. 239) 

believed the Corn Laws discouraged the long-term development of corn production in 

Northern Europe. Tooke’s opinion is significant in light of William Jacob’s two 

influential reports on the state of the corn trade in northern Europe, commissioned by 

and presented to parliament in 1826 and 1828 (cf. Hilton, 1977, p. 298; Fairlie 1965, 

pp. 564-8).32  Jacob’s reports supported Tookes’ views, concluding that European 

agriculture was not a serious threat to British agriculture and that the English corn 

laws, by choking off potential demand, were in fact contributing to a long-term 

decline in northern Europe’s production of corn.33 While Tooke’s views above were 

given specifically in relation to the depressed state of the corn market in 1821, 

nevertheless, they clearly constituted the reasoning for dismissing the proposition that 

British agriculture was potentially under serious threat from cheap north European 

corn.  

 

                                                 
31 To the 1821 Agricultural Committee, Tooke gave the following evidence in relation to the 
importation of Russian wheat under a free trade:  
 

What effect would be produced on the prices of wheat in those [Baltic] ports, provided the 
ports of England were always open for the reception of wheat? - (Tooke) They would 
probably be higher than the present quotations at those ports. 
 
Can you inform the Committee what quantity of wheat might be obtained from those ports in 
case we were a regularly importing country? - (Tooke) I do not imagine that any great increase 
of quantity could be obtained from those ports, except by a considerable advance of price 
upon those quotations. 

  
Can you form any estimates of what quantity could be obtained? - (Tooke) The Russians have 
a saying, that price makes quantity, and in many respects they verify it; for if the price is 
inadequate, they keep back their own corn for several years, and bring it forward only to the 
shipping ports, when there has been demand during the autumn or winter preceding (1821Eb, 
pp. 227-8). 

 
32 These consisted of the Report on the Trade in Corn and the Agriculture of Northern Europe (1826) 
and the Second Report respecting the Agriculture and the Trade in Corn in some of the Continental 
States of Northern Europe (1828), published in Jacob’s Tracts relating to the Corn Trade and Corn 
Laws (1828). These reports were prepared by Jacob, ‘Comptroller of the Corn Returns’ from 1822 to 
1840, after visiting and studying agricultural conditions in Germany, Poland and Western Russia in 
1825-6, and again, in 1827. 
33 The main conclusions of Jacob (1826; 1828) were (a) that north European agriculture was relatively 
backward compared to English agriculture, characterised by low capital intensity in farming and poor 
road transport; (b) that north European agriculture was in long-term decline with low prices matched by 
low stocks of corn; (c) that after accounting for the considerable transportation costs, it would only be 
profitable for north European producers to export their ‘cheap’ corn to England at a price of not less 
than 60s. in absence of any import duty; and (d) that the permanent removal of the corn laws would 
provide a ‘powerful stimulus’ to north European agriculture and contribute toward securing long-term 
supplies of foreign corn for Britain when, in all probability, domestic production would fall below 
consumption in the future. On the influence of Jacobs’ reports on the British government’s policy 
toward agricultural protection, see Hilton (1977, pp. 292-301).        
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5. Distributive Effects and Tooke’s Fundamental Objection to the Corn Laws  

 

Although Tooke contended that the Corn Laws were not effective until the late-1830s 

in protecting English agriculture such that nobody really benefited from them, it is 

evident he believed that the only class that could benefit was the landlord class. Thus, 

in reference to the ‘odious system’ of the 1828 Corn Law, Tooke wrote “[T]he 

landlord may continue for some time longer to inflict great evils on the community in 

their endeavour to keep up their rents” (1829, p. 78). As is well known, based on 

Ricardo’s theory of rent, which Tooke adopted, the Corn Laws tended to redistribute 

income in favour of the landlord class by keeping up a higher price of corn that made 

it profitable to cultivate lands of inferior fertility and, thereby, kept rent on intra-

marginal lands at higher rates.34 To the extent the Corn Laws effectively kept the price 

of corn persistently higher than would otherwise occur under a free trade so as to 

ensure that inferior quality land was brought under cultivation in the British Isles, 

Tooke (1821Eb, p. 233-4) believed they acted to distribute income in favour of 

landlords. In evidence to the Agricultural Committee of 1821 Tooke gave the 

following revealing answers:                 

 

Is it your opinion, that the price of corn in this country has been raised by 

bringing inferior soils into cultivation within the past twenty years? – (Tooke) 

I should rather conceive that the cause and effect as there stated, might be 

reversed, and that the high prices have induced some inferior land to be taken 

into cultivation. (1821Eb, p. 287) 

 

If that has been the case, would not general lower average of price have the 

effect of throwing those lands out of cultivation? – (Tooke) If that proportion 

were very large, that might probably be the case; but on the other hand, the 

improvements in agriculture and the increase of canals and roads may have 

made the produce, even of those lands, come to market under circumstances 

less disadvantageous than they formerly did, or under less disadvantage than 

they might otherwise do, in competition with the productions of foreign soils 

at a greater distance (ibid.).   

                                                 
34 On Tooke’s adoption of Ricardo’s theory of rent, see Smith (2002, pp. 340-41). 
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To this committee Tooke gave inconsistent answers on whether the 1815 Corn Law 

established a persistently higher corn price. At one point Tooke (ibid., pp. 229-30, 

287) claimed that because of its ineffective design, it did not establish an ‘average 

price’ of corn higher than would otherwise prevail under free trade. For this reason 

Tooke did not believe landlords would benefit from the 1815 Corn Law.35 But, as 

previously discussed in Section 4 above, he also opined that a free trade in corn would 

cause the English price of corn to decline by a small margin toward the price 

prevailing in Northern Europe (ibid., p. 287). It is made clear by Tooke that these 

opinions are based on the supposition that Britain produces “on the average of seasons, 

enough for our own consumption” (ibid.). On the alternative supposition that Britain 

was a net importer of corn, which Tooke (1840, III, pp. 35-6; 1848, IV, pp. 39-40) 

came to believe was the case by at least the late-1830s, he agreed that the Corn Laws 

would be effective in maintaining a higher average price than imported grain under a 

free trade (see Tooke 1821Eb, pp. 287-8). Therefore, on this supposition, the landlord 

class would definitely benefit through higher rent. In his later writings which 

reviewed the 1828 and 1842 Corn Laws Tooke (1848, IV, pp. 37-40; 1857, V, pp. 56-

66) concluded that they did effectively protect English agriculture and maintain a 

higher average corn price that must have benefited the ‘landed interest’. Indeed, as a 

kind of retrospective verification of this conclusion, Tooke and Newmarch (1857, V, 

pp. 49-66, 180-183, 223) ascertained that in the nine years following the repeal of the 

Corn Laws in 1846 there was a large yearly increase in the foreign supply of corn, a 

significantly lower price than would have prevailed under the pre-existing protective 

regimes and a discernible reduction in the amount of land under cultivation. 36 

Revealingly, he wrote of this period: 

 

That under a repealed Corn Law we have got more corn and paid much less 

for it than we should have done under the former system, I hold to be perfectly 

demonstrable (Tooke, 1857, V, p. 65)  
                                                 
35 This was made clear in the following evidence to the 1821 Agricultural Committee: 
 

Do you think the present corn law beneficial, on the whole, to the landlord? – (Tooke) As I do 
not conceive, that upon the whole, it secures a higher average price, I do not see in what 
respect it can be beneficial to the landlord (1821Eb, p. 230) 

36 The relevant part of volume V of History of Prices (1857), being Part I, was written by Tooke (not 
Newmarch). Tooke and Newmarch (1857, V, pp. 51-2, 191-95) ascertained that following the repeal of 
the Corn Laws there was some ‘substitution’ in the employment of English land from cultivation to 
grazing, accompanied by the adoption of more productive methods of cultivation.   
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It follows that on the basis of Ricardo’s theory of rent, which Tooke adopted, he must 

have ultimately believed that the English Corn Laws did tend to distribute income in 

favour of landlords.         

 

While Tooke appears in the end to have agreed with Ricardo that the Corn Laws 

tended to increase the rent going to landlords, he held the very different position that 

this redistribution of income occurred mostly at the expense of the ‘working class’ 

rather than the capitalist class. As is well known, in his Essay on the Influence of a 

low Price of Corn on the Profits of Stock (1815), Ricardo argued that by ‘artificially’ 

raising the natural price of corn, the Corn Laws tended to increase rent at the expense 

of profits of industry. Ricardo (1815; 1821, pp. 156-9, 203) contended that because 

the Corn Laws would, for given real wages (in ‘subsistence’ corn) of labour, lead to 

the adoption of more costly techniques of production, the rate of profit on capital 

would decline. This is associated firstly with a decline in non-wage income and, 

secondly, with the redistribution of the smaller non-wage income in favour of 

landlords. In accord with his view of the importance of distribution, Ricardo argued 

that the permanent reduction in the general rate of profit would inhibit the 

‘accumulation’ of capital and the development of the British economy. By contrast, in 

Tooke’s picture, it is the real wage rather than the rate of profit that declines as a 

consequence of Corn Laws which ‘artificially’ raise the average price of corn and 

increase the rent on land. This difference in the outcome for distribution stems from 

Tooke’s adoption of an approach to distribution and prices different to that of Ricardo.  

 

Tooke adopted an ‘adding-up’ (or ‘cost of production’) approach to distribution 

and prices that was based on that originally developed by Adam Smith (1776, I, vi-

vii).37 In Adam Smith’s ‘adding-up’ theory natural price is conceived to be ultimately 

determined by its input costs, consisting of the natural wages of labour, rent on land 

and the rate of profit on capital for a given technique of production. The distinctive 

feature of this approach is that the distributive variables are explained as if they are 

independent of each other for a given technique of production (cf. O’Donnell 1990, pp. 

32-8, 82-104). However, as mentioned above, Tooke adopted Ricardo’s theory of rent, 

which meant that rent on land was determined as a residual of farmers profit based on 

                                                 
37 For a detailed account of Tooke’s approach to normal prices and distribution, see Smith (2002).   
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the incremental cost associated with the diminishing productivity of land employed in 

agricultural production. It also meant that Tooke’s ‘adding-up’ approach to 

distribution and prices consisted of explaining the real wage and profit rate for a given 

technique as component parts of what he called ‘cost of production’, which was 

equivalent to natural price when rent was zero on the least productive (or marginal) 

land. This approach is analytically deficient because unlike Ricardo’s ‘surplus 

approach’ it fails to logically account for the interdependence between wage and non-

wage income for a given technique of production (cf. Garegnani 1984, pp. 299-304). 

However, in connection with Tooke’s analysis of long-run changes of prices in 

response to changes in the technical conditions of production, there does emerge an 

explanation of distribution consistent with interdependence between the real wage and 

rate of profit. It is essentially based on three propositions inherent in Tooke’s analysis. 

Firstly, distributive variables and prices of commodities are expressed in money 

values which, under a gold standard, consisted of measuring money values in gold 

commanded at its official mint price. Like other classical economists, Tooke believed 

gold was a stable standard for long-run money values so that under a gold-based 

monetary system, long-run changes in the price level were attributable to factors 

affecting the cost of producing and bringing commodities other than gold to market. 

He also believed that the money wage of a ‘common day labourer’ was a stable 

measure of value, suggesting that under a fiat-based monetary system, which 

essentially existed in Britain during the restriction period of 1797-1821, money prices 

could be measured in terms of money wages (i.e. price-wage ratios). Under either 

kind of monetary system, Tooke conceived that the real wage depended on variations 

in the money prices of ‘provisions’ in relation to the more stable money wage. 

Secondly, Tooke (1838, II, pp. 355-6; 1840, III, pp. 166-7; 1844, pp. 81, 123-4) 

conceived that the ‘average’ rate of interest constituted a cost of production so that 

long-run changes in the rate causally contributed to long-run changes in money prices. 

In this conception Tooke essentially proposed that the normal rate of profit was 

governed by the rate of interest determined in the financial market (see Smith 2006, 

pp. 4-15). Thirdly, Tooke did not consider money wages of labour to be a major cause 

of price movements because he believed that changes in money wages occurred in 

response to and lagged well behind prior changes in the prices of ‘provisions’ (see 

Smith 2002, p. 346). He maintained that historical experience indicated “the little 

tendency which exists in wages to follow a fall or rise in the prices of provision 
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except at long intervals, and then only in a degree far short of such fall or rise” (1840, 

III, p. 52). This meant that Tooke believed the real wage depended heavily on factors 

which determined the price of wage goods in relation to a more slowly responding 

money wage. In Tooke’s picture social norms determine the minimum subsistence 

wage below which the real wage cannot fall. He maintained that in England this 

minimum subsistence wage was essentially fixed by parish allowances under the poor 

laws.38 

 

On the basis of these three propositions, Tookes’ position on distribution emerges 

in connection with the effects of permanent changes in the technical conditions of 

production on the prices of ‘provisions’ that enter into the real wage of workers. It 

fundamentally consists of the conception that for a given rate of profit and money 

wage, a persistent increase (decrease) in money prices from a reduction (rises) in 

productivity will tend to lower (raise) the real wage and redistribute income from 

(toward) wages to (from) profits. Since in Tooke’s analysis technical and other cost-

related factors exerted the most important influence on long-run prices, persistent 

price inflation will tend to bring about a reduction in the real wage associated with a 

redistribution of income from wages to profits; while persistent price deflation, vice 

versa (see Smith 2002, pp. 350-52). From this analytical standpoint, the effect on 

distribution of Corn Laws which permanently raise the ‘average’ price of corn is 

equivalent to that of a long-run climatic-induced decline in agricultural productivity. 

In Tooke’s analysis, a long-run series of unproductive harvests, which he ascertained 

occurred in the British Isles during the period 1793-1814, resulted in a decline in the 

real wage associated with an increase in the income of the ‘landed interest’ at the 

expense of the ‘labouring class’.39 Thus, in Tooke’s approach to distribution and 

prices, by ‘artificially’ keeping the price of corn higher than would prevail under a 

free trade, the Corn Laws acted to increase the rent going to landlords and, given the 

rate of profit on capital, tended to cause a reduction in the real wage of workers as 

limited to a social minimum. Only to the extent that the money wage adjusted to the 

                                                 
38 For a more detailed account on Tooke’s position on the determination of wages, see Smith (2002, 
pp. 341-43). 
39 Thus, in reference to the period of the French Wars Tooke wrote “the frequent recurrence of bad 
seasons, combined with obstructions to importation, had the effect of raising the prices of food to a 
height out of all proportion to the wages of labour … during the greater part of that period it might be 
said, with some semblance of truth, that the population was inadequately fed.” (1857, V, pp. 71-2).  
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higher price of ‘provisions’ and, thereby, retarded the reduction in the real wage, 

would the rate of profit decline as a result of higher labour input costs. As mentioned 

in the third proposition above, Tooke did not share Ricardo’s view that the real wage 

was fixed in the long-run to a ‘subsistence’ wage so that the money wage of labour 

fully adjusted to changes in the prices of wage-goods of which it was composed. 

Instead, in Tooke’s approach, a higher rent going to landlords is associated with a 

lowering of the real wage rather than a lowering of the rate of profit on capital. 

According to this viewpoint, the Corn Laws tended to redistribute income to the 

landlord class largely at the expense of the working class rather than the capitalist 

class (including farmers). This reasoning supports Tooke’s view that the Corn Laws 

operated to lower the living standards of the majority of the population below what 

they would otherwise have been under a free trade in corn.    

 

This brings us to Tooke’s fundamental objection to the Corn Laws. It is evident in 

his writings from 1829 onwards that Tooke fundamentally objected to the Corn Laws 

on the grounds that at times of scarcity they tended to raise food prices to higher 

levels than they would have otherwise reached, with particularly adverse effects on 

the welfare of the ‘working classes’. He argued that during periods in which there 

were a series of unproductive harvests and domestic shortages of corn, specifically, 

1828 to 1831 and 1838 to 1842, the Corn Laws operated to aggravate the increase in 

the price of provisions and, given the money wage, considerably worsen the condition 

of the working classes (see Tooke 1829b, pp. 76-82; 1840, III, pp. 51-3; Tooke and 

Newmarch 1857, V, pp. 73, 76). In particular, Tooke (ibid.) observed that in 1839-

1840 much of the working population of the ‘manufacturing districts’ suffered 

‘cruelly’ with the depression of industry actually causing a reduction in money wages 

at a time when the prices of their ‘provisions’ rose considerably as a result of the 

domestic shortages.40 Indeed, he pointed out that during these times of scarcity famine 

occurred and ‘the state of public feeling’ sometimes led to civil disturbances and food 
                                                 
40 It is worthwhile quoting Tooke on this historical experience: 
 

In a few instances the wages of agricultural labourers have been raised, but in a very trifling 
proportion to the rise of necessaries … in the manufacturing districts there is not only no 
increase of money wages, but there is a falling off of employment, so that while the prices of 
provisions are in some instance doubled … the earning of the work-people are reduced; they 
are thus suffering cruelly under the twofold evil of having their little income less, and of 
finding that reduced income going a much less way in the supply of their most urgent wants 
(1840, III, pp. 52-3).  
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rioting.41 As the following quotes show, for Tooke, this infliction of misery on the 

working population was the foremost reason for opposing the Corn Laws:             

 

... while it is injurious to the public by the fluctuation of price, and by the 

misdirection of capital which it occasions, and above all, by delaying or 

diminishing supplies of subsistence in times of need, - it fails and must fail of 

giving the protection, or, more properly, of conferring the monopoly which is 

sought by the landed interest (1829b, p. 78; emphasis added).  

 

... the substantial and enduring ground of objection is ... it artificially raises 

the price of food to the community, who suffer a loss by it, much greater in 

amount than the utmost gain derived from the monopoly by the classes in 

whose favour, and by whose preponderance in the legislature, it is inflicted 

(1840, III, p. 51; emphasis added).  

 

It is evident Tooke recognised that as Britain became increasingly dependent on 

foreign supplies the Corn Laws would inflict greater misery on working people by 

magnifying the increase in the price of provisions when domestic shortages emerged, 

and, hence, the more urgent became the need to adopt a free trade in corn (see Tooke 

and Newmarch 1857, V, pp. 49-81, 180-85, 422-31). In a discussion of the events 

leading up to the repeal of the Corn Laws, Tooke and Newmarch (1857, V, pp. 425-

31) contended that ‘violent political agitation’ forced the Peel Government in the 

early 1840s to face up to this reality. Indeed, Tooke and Newmarch (ibid.) readily 

acknowledged the important role of the Anti-Corn Law League in winning the 

political argument for free trade and pressuring the government to finally repeal the 

Corn Laws in 1846. 

 

 

                                                 
41 Besides the period of scarcity from 1838 to 1841, Tooke (1829b, pp. 81-2; Tooke and Newmarch 
1857, V, 76-7) observed that there had been food riots in 1794-1795, 1799-1801 and 1816-1817 when 
there were serious shortages of corn in England. In reference to these three latter instances of distress, 
Tooke wrote “it is well known that the peace of manufacturing districts was considerably disturbed; but 
if there had been reason to suppose, that any part of the rise in the prices of food had been produced by 
artificial means [i.e. Corn Laws], there can be no doubt that the tendency to popular commotion would 
have been greatly increased” (1829b, p. 82). Tooke clearly understood the ‘public feeling’ which gave 
rise to the formulation of the Anti-Corn Law League at the end of the 1830s.    
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6. Conclusion 

 

This paper has shown that Tooke’s opposition to the Corn Laws was essentially based 

on three grounds. First, as shown in Section 3, on the basis of free trade principles, 

which had been largely set out by Adam Smith and Ricardo, Tooke argued that the 

Corn Laws tended to distort the allocation of capital and labour to what would 

otherwise be more technically productive under a free trade. The classical economists 

favoured free trade not only because it led to a more technically superior allocation of 

existing inputs, including land, that would increase global output of the trading 

nations, but that it would over time promote technological advancement itself, chiefly 

in manufacturing, through the ‘division of labour’ afforded by an extension of the 

market.42 As was discussed in Section 3, this argument relied heavily on a Says Law 

kind of conception in which demand is not a constraint to an expansion in the global 

output of trading nations; indeed, that chiefly through the income effects arising from 

an expansion in trade as well as an eventual lowering in the prices of freely traded 

products, global demand would expand. It should be emphasized that these grounds 

for favouring free trade are different to those proposed today within the marginalist 

framework. As is well known, in the marginalist framework free trade is conceived to 

produce the most efficient global allocation of given quantities of available inputs 

consistent with their full-employment in equilibrium. In this framework demand 

constraints are not an issue because, through the adjustment in the relative price of 

internationally traded products and in the price of inputs employed, the demand of the 

trading countries would alter to facilitate the change in the structure of their output 

caused by the adoption of free trade measures consistent with a full-employment 

position. However, no such price mechanisms to adjust the demand for products to 

their outputs and the demand for inputs to their supply logically exist in classical 

economics. Hence, the classical economists never conceived that a technically 

productive allocation of inputs was associated with their full-employment. On the 

                                                 
42 From the standpoint of Sraffa’s (1960) interpretation of classical economics, the welfare gains of the 
classical economist’s free trade argument could be represented by a rightward shift of the ‘wage-profit’ 
(or ‘factor price’) frontier that occurs with the adoption of superior techniques of production. The 
‘wage-profit’ frontier in classical analysis shows an inverse monotonic relationship between the rate of 
profit and real wage for cost-minimizing techniques of production in a multi-sectoral economic system 
with only single-product industries (see Kurz 1990, pp. 155-60). A rightward shift of this frontier 
would mean that for any given rate of profit (or real wage), the real wage (or rate of profit) will be 
unambiguously higher.    
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contrary, consistent with Says Law, they conceived equilibrium output was associated 

with unemployed labour observable as a normal phenomenon. Moreover, since 

classical economists after Adam Smith (1776, I. vii) conceived that the equilibrium 

output of industries was determined by effectual demands, their argument in favour of 

free trade was problematic to the extent that the changes in the structure of the 

international demand for tradable products may not necessarily entail a reduction in 

global demand. It was shown in Section 3 above that Tooke was well aware of the 

possibility of such a demand constraint but rejected it largely on the ground that free 

trade would bring about a mutual expansion in the income of the trading countries 

(viz., pp. 10-12).43 Hence, from this classical standpoint Tooke maintained that trade 

restrictions caused an inefficient allocation of capital and labour which resulted in less 

global output, higher prices and the production of lower quality products: 

 

 … the ultimate effect is, that all the classes of the community have either 

worse or dearer commodities; inferior in quality, or less in quantity, than they 

would under a general freedom of foreign as well as of internal trade (1821Eb, 

p. 234). 

 

With respect to the specific effect of the Corn Laws, Tooke believed they would tend 

to allocate capital and land from the manufacturing industry to agriculture, to be much 

employed in bringing ‘inferior’ land into cultivation. Hence, expansion in Britain’s 

agriculture would come at the expense of its manufacturing industry, in which it had a 

clear competitive advantage. An important part of Tooke’s argument was that by 

denying income to foreign producers of corn, the Corn Laws retarded the foreign 

demand for Britain’s manufacturing exports. Nevertheless, consistent with principles 

                                                 
43 After all, Tooke was familiar with Malthus’s argument in favour of the Corn Laws which supposed 
that without agricultural protection the resulting reduction in income of the landlord class would lead to 
a failure of effective demand that would bring about a contraction in Britain’s manufacturing industry 
(see notes 4 and 13 above). Though in opposition to Says Law, Malthus’s argument can certainly be 
logically founded within the theoretical framework of classical economics. In this regard, a major 
weakness of the classical economists (including Malthus)  in consideration of the issue of a possible 
demand constraint is that they did not possess a substantive theory of aggregate output which, in 
particular, accounted for how saving and investment are brought into equality necessary for 
establishing the equilibrium between planned aggregate demand and planned output. Indeed, Says Law 
was adopted by most classical economists precisely because they lacked such a theory of output. 
Nevertheless, it may be commented that from the standpoint of the Keynesian theory of output, 
Tooke’s belief that repeal of the Corn Laws would not lead to a demand problem in Britain is 
strengthened by reason of his position that it would tend to distribute income away from landlords in 
favour of wage earners that would, in all likelihood, increase society’s expenditure ‘multiplier’.          
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laid down by Adam Smith, Tooke conceded that a countervailing duty on corn was 

appropriate to compensate agriculture for the imposition of discriminatory taxes in the 

form of poor rates. Until 1840, after the reform of the poor laws, he advocated a fixed 

duty on freely traded corn. However, it is curious that Tooke made this concession 

without any reference to his own argument that during periods of scarcity, which 

followed unproductive harvests, the Poor Laws tended to heighten the rise in corn 

prices and, thereby, increase the income going to the ‘landed interest’. A central 

proposition of Tooke’s analysis of the effect of shortages on corn prices was that the 

demand for corn in England was unresponsive to higher prices because social welfare 

under the Poor Laws ensured a greater minimal purchasing power for subsistence 

food.44 Hence, the agricultural sector was already being compensated to some extent 

for the extra tax burden of poor rates through the systematic effect of the Poor Laws 

in raising the ‘average’ price of corn. Surely this argument of Tooke’s weakened the 

claim for a countervailing duty, but it does not seem to have occurred to him. 

  

The second ground upon which Tooke opposed the Corn Laws, was that until the 

late-1830s they failed to provide effective protection to British agriculture and 

encourage its expansion. As shown in Section 4, Tooke argued that instead of 

contributing to steadier corn prices the Corn Laws exacerbated their fluctuation as 

fundamentally caused by climatically-induced variations in domestic harvests. But 

Tooke’s main point was that the Corn Laws did not provide protection to the ‘landed 

interest’ when most needed during periods in which abundant harvests depressed corn 

prices. He contended that an effective regime of protection to agriculture required an 

export bounty to expel domestic surpluses and, thereby, support corn prices. To better 

achieve price stability, Tooke advocated a regime of a fixed countervailing duty 

matched by a bounty on corn. However, as previously indicated, Tooke (1821Eb, p. 

288) conceded that the effectiveness of his regime depended on Britain not being a net 

importer of corn. While in 1821 Britain’s importation of corn under the 1815 Corn 

Law appears to have been small, the evidence suggests that by the late-1820s it had 

become significant and was growing in size. In any case, given the similarity of 

climatic conditions of the British Isles and Northern Europe, it is unlikely that a 

bounty would ever have come into effect given that corn prices in Europe were nearly 

                                                 
44 See Tooke (1824, iii, pp. 285-7; 1838, II, pp. 12-14).  
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always significantly lower than in Britain. This brings us to Tooke’s claim in 1821 

that under a free trade Northern Europe did not represent a serious competitive threat 

to British agriculture and, connectedly, his argument that until the late-1830s the Corn 

Laws failed to effectively protect it. Evidence by Fairlie (1965, p.574; 1969, pp. 92-3) 

strongly indicates that in the period from 1815 to the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, 

corn prices in Europe were systematically lower than English prices by a margin that 

would well account for the transport costs of imported corn that were estimated, for 

example, by Tooke (1821Eb) for the period 1814-1820 (viz, pp. 21-2). 45 

Notwithstanding Tooke’s argument that a free trade in corn would have raised 

European prices, there seems little doubt that it would also have ensured that prices in 

England remained systematically lower than they actually were under the Corn Laws. 

Furthermore, the evidence indicates that the average price difference narrowed over 

the period 1815 to 1846, mainly because of a trend rise in European prices, while 

Britain’s dependence on foreign supplies of corn increased, something which was 

partially masked by the prevalence of productive harvests, especially in the mid-1830s. 

It was Britain’s significant dependence on foreign supplies, so evident from the late-

1830s, which caused Tooke and others to believe the repeal of the Corn Laws urgent. 

Overall, while Tooke’s argument on the ineffectiveness of the Corn Laws to protect 

British agriculture is unconvincing, he was certainly correct in contending that they 

exacerbated the fluctuation in corn prices compared to a free trade in corn. Moreover, 

given the mounting inability of Britain’s agriculture to meet the demand for food of a 

fast growing population at a ‘moderate’ price, Tooke had long identified the key 

problem with the Corn Laws was that they discouraged the long-term development of 

a reliable supply of foreign grain from regions whose climatic conditions were 

different from that shared by Northern Europe and the British Isles. 

 

The third, and, to Tooke, the most important ground upon which to oppose the 

Corn Laws was that in times of scarcity, they aggravated the misery of the working 

population by heightening the price of food. It was shown in Section 5 that the 

                                                 
45 According to Fairlie’s (1965, p. 574; 1969, pp. 92, 106) price series the difference between English 
and Prussian wheat prices averaged 32s 8d in the period 1815-1827, 27s 1d in the period 1828-1841 
and 15s 1d in the period 1842-1848. While Fairlie provides only sporadic estimates of transport costs, 
she nevertheless claims that these differences “were more than ample to cover transport costs” (1969, 
pp. 92-3).  
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distributive effect of the Corn Laws within Tooke’s approach to distribution and 

prices is consistent with this fundamental objection. In contrast to Ricardo’s position, 

Tooke believed that effective protection to agriculture tended to depress the real wage 

associated with an increase in rent on land and with the profit rate remaining largely 

unchanged. Hence, in Tooke’s picture the Corn Laws tended to redistribute a smaller 

social income from wages to the non-wage share, with landlords prospering not so 

much at the expense of capitalists but at the expense of (industrial) workers. As we 

have previously mentioned, Tooke was in agreement with Ricardo that trade 

protection to agriculture would be disadvantageous to the manufacturing industry, 

whose products Britain possessed a clear competitive trade advantage. However, 

Tooke conceived that this disadvantage would be the result of a reallocation of capital 

and labour from manufacturing to agriculture, and not from a permanent reduction in 

the rate of profit on capital.46 Within Tooke’s picture the Corn Laws slowed down 

Britain’s economic development by the technically inferior employment of capital and 

labour in the production process associated with a limit on the growth of the market 

(and, hence, demand) and not by a reduction in the rate of profit per se causing a 

slower rate of capital accumulation.         
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